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with fire, only with loss. “All your life an unattainable ecstasy has hovered 
just beyond the grasp of your consciousness. The day is coming when you 
will wake to find, beyond all hope, that you have attained it—or else that it 
was within your grasp and you have lost it forever” (C. S. Lewis). 

Jesus does not tell us much detail about hell. He tells us that it exists, that 
it’s horrible, that any man can go there. Judas seems to be one, for Jesus 
says of him, “It would have been good for that man if he had not been 
born.” If no one goes to hell, it would seem to be inexcusable for Jesus to 
give us so many fearful warnings about it. But he does not give us 
population statistics. To his disciples’ question “Are many saved?” he does 
not answer with estimates but with a forceful appeal to the will: “Strive to 
enter in.” 

Jesus says the way to hell is broad and many find it and that the way to 
heaven is narrow and few find it. And he means it: you don’t get to heaven 
simply by being bor, by being nice, or by oozing into an eternal growth 
experience. But “few” here does not mean that less than half of mankind 
will be saved. For God speaks as our Father, not our statistician. Even one 
child lost is too many, and the rest saved are too few. The good shepherd 
who left his ninety-nine sheep safe at home to rescue his one lost sheep 
found even 99 percent salvation too “few”. 

The most important question about hell, as about heaven, is the practical 
one: What roads lead there? They are interior, of course. In fact, heaven and 
hell may be the very same objective place—namely God’s love, 


experienced oppositely by opposite souls, just as the same opera or rock 
concert can be heavenly for you and hellish for the reluctant guest at your 
side. The fires of hell may be made of the very love of God, experienced as 
torture by those who hate him: the very light of God’s truth, hated and fled 
from in vain by those who love darkness. Imagine a man in hell—no, a 
ghost-endlessly chasing his own shadow, as the light of God shines 
endlessly behind him. If he would only turn and face the light, he would be 
saved. But he refuses to—forever. 

Just as we can attain heaven by implicit as well as explicit faith (“Saint 
Socrates, pray for us,” says Erasmus), so hell too can be reached without 
explicit rebellion. This is the terrible—and terribly needed—truth taught by 
C. S. Lewis in The Great Divorce and Charles Williams in Descent into 
Hell. We can drift, slide, even snooze comfortably into hell. All God’s 
messengers, the prophets, say so. 

We desperately need to hear this truth about hell again, simply out of 
honesty, because it is there. And also out of compassion. For when an abyss 
looms ahead, the least compassionate thing to tell the traveler is “peace, 
peace, when there is no peace”. Out of love for god and man, let us tell the 
truth about hell! 

Sure, we’ll be mocked as vindictive, manipulative, or fundamentalist. Let 
it be so. Sometimes it seems that we’re more afraid of sharing our Lord’s 
holy unrespectability than of hell itself. It’s a small price to pay for the 
salvation of a single infinitely precious soul. And that is the business we’re 
supposed to be in. 


PART TWO 


CODE: FUNDAMENTALS 
OF CHRISTIAN LIVING 


A. CHRISTIAN VIRTUES: 
THE THREE THEOLOGICAL VIRTUES 
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Faith 


Faith, hope, and charity are, quite simply, the three greatest things in the 
world. We cannot possibly overemphasize their importance. Together they 
make up the “one thing necessary”. We must speak of them in the same 
imperious and imperative terms Jesus used when he said, “It your right eye 
causes you to sin, pluck it out and throw it away; it is better that you lose 
one of your members than that your whole body be thrown into hell.” 
Nothing is more important than faith, hope, and charity because they make 
the difference between heaven and hell, eternal life and eternal death, and 
there is no difference as great as that. 

They are called the three theological virtues because they have God 
(theos) as their object. They are the glue that attaches us to God. They are 
the three-doored entrance to heaven. It is not that God refuses entrance at 
heaven’s gate to anyone; these are heaven’s gate. Anyone who has no faith 
in God, no hope in God, and no love of God cannot go to heaven because 
heaven would be hell to him. He could not endure or enjoy the presence of 
God after death anymore than he did before death. 

Faith, hope, and charity are the three legs of a single tripod that supports 
the whole Christian life. Each leg depends on the others. Faith without the 
works of love is dead, according to Scripture, and false—not real faith at 
all. Love not motivated by faith is not agape but mere feeling and 
sentimentality (often masked by the code word compassion), dependent on 
the whims and winds of human change. Hope without faith is mere wishful 
thinking, “the power of positive thinking”, optimism. Hope is not the same 
as optimism; some of the great hopers are pessimists by temperament, like 
Evelyn Waugh. Hope’s opposite is despair, which is a deadly sin, not 
pessimism, which is a psychological trait. Love without hope is desperation, 
Stephen Crane’s “open boat” of doomed castaways able only to huddle 
close for warmth before death, the end of everything. Hope without love is 
isolating and selfish; it is the Phariseeism and self-righteousness of every 
tyrant and architect of a “brave new world”. Faith without hope is simply 
impossible, for the God we believe has given us an astonishing bag of 
promises. 


This tripod is the foundation of all other virtues. The other virtues all 
depend on these three because these are the key to the very life of God 
within our souls, and all other virtues are characteristics of that life, not 
self-improvement programs that we whip up within ourselves. Honesty, 
justice, patience, chastity, self-control, even love of neighbor, all come from 
the prior presence of God in us, which in turn comes only through faith, 
hope, and charity. We do not practice the virtues in order to get to heaven; 
we practice the virtues because heaven has already gotten to us. Love of 
God, for instance, will always send us to love of neighbor, while love of 
neighbor will not always send us to love of God, for God always sends you 
to your neighbor, but your neighbor does not always send you to God. Both 
commandments are absolutely necessary, but there is an order—not of 
importance, for love of God without love of neighbor is just as worthless 
and false as love of neighbor without love of God—but an order of priority, 
of precedence. First things first. Foundations first. Back to basics. 

It is appropriate for us to turn back to these basics of the Christian life 
now because the society we live in does not understand them. We live in a 
post-Christian world, and many of us are not sufficiently aware of that fact. 
Our modern world is in fact a clear countersign to these three virtues. 
Doubt, despair, and selfishness are the pillars of modern life, not faith, 
hope, and charity. Our world sees faith as naiveté, hope as Polly anna-style 
wishful thinking, and charity as weakness. We see around us a growing 
materialism, which is unbelief in practice; a rising suicide rate and 
depression, which is despair in practice; and a rising respectability for the 
me-first philosophy for which charity is a totally unintelligible alternative, a 
radical foolishness. It is therefore high time for us to go back to our spiritual 
basics, lest we sink into the dark waters that surround us and disappear into 
me-tooism, lest our salt lose its saltiness and deserve only to be trodden 
under foot, like rock salt thrown on snow or ice. 

Kant said that there are only three absolutely necessary questions that 
everyone must answer, implicitly or explicitly: What can I know? What 
should I do? What may I hope? The three theological virtues are God’s 
answer to these three most important human questions. We can know God 
and all that is necessary for our salvation by faith in what God has revealed 
to us; we can know our essential moral obligation as charity to God and 
neighbor; and we can know what to hope in by what God has promised us. 


These three virtues are also called the supernatural virtues to distinguish 
them from the natural virtues, the virtues that do not require the saving 
presence of God’s own life in the soul for their existence (though they do 
require that for their perfection). The four cardinal, or “hinge”, virtues in 
the natural order are prudence (practical wisdom), fortitude (courage), 
temperance (moderation), and justice (fairness and harmony within and 
without). 

Without the supernatural virtues, the natural virtues cannot flourish. 
Augustine went so far (too far, I think) as to call the natural moral virtues of 
pagans like Socrates “splendid vices”. But it is true that, for instance, 
without charity, which goes beyond justice, it is very hard even to be just, 
for we cannot fulfill the just requirements of the natural law of fairness to 
our neighbors except by the power of love. “Love is the fulfillment of the 
law”, as Saint Paul says, not because love substitutes for the law, as if we 
did not need to do works of justice once we had charity, but because love 
fulfills the law, for when we love someone we want them to receive perfect 
justice. 

Another example of the same principle: it is very difficult to be 
courageous without hope of heaven. Why risk your life if there is no hope 
that your story ends in anything other than worms, decay, and forgetting? 
Also, no one can be truly wise without faith, for faith sees higher and 
farther and deeper than reason or experience can. It sees “through a glass, 
darkly”, but it sees truly. And no one can practice temperance or self- 
control without God’s grace, for we are all addicted to sin and self- 
indulgence, and it is very difficult to break an addiction by just trying a 
little harder without help from without. 

The point is simply that without God’s grace, which comes only through 
faith, hope, and charity, no one can be very good. Without love, justice 
turns to cruelty. Without hope, courage turns to blind despair and rage. 
Without faith, this-worldly wisdom becomes foolishness in God’s eyes. 


Faith first, because it is first. It is the root, hope is the stem, and charity is 
the flower. The flower is the fairest, the stem does the growing, but the root 
must come first. What is faith? 

We can speak of faith (1) in a very wide, general sense, as the world 
speaks of it; or (2) in a biblical sense, as saving faith, or the condition for 


salvation; or, finally, (3) in its most technical theological sense as one of the 
three theological virtues. 

1. Faith in the most general sense is simply a feeling of trust in or 
reliance on someone (or even sometimes on no one, as in the poster where a 
tiny knight with a tiny sword tremblingly confronts an enormous dragon, 
and the caption says, in Gothic letters, “Have faith”). This is indeed naiveté. 
“Have faith in me”, says the used-car salesman or the presidential candidate 
or the incompetent doctor with the divinity complex. 

2. Faith in the biblical sense of saving faith is the act by which we 
receive God’s own eternal life (or “sanctifying grace”, in technical 
theological terms). It is our fundamental option of saying Yes instead of No 
to God with our heart, our will, our personal center. To believe in this sense 
is to receive (Jn 1:12 parallels the two terms), to receive God himself. 

Saint Paul argues in Romans that faith (in this sense) was even in Old 
Testament times the condition for salvation, for our justification with God. 
Abraham was justified by his faith. Go back even farther: the fall was first 
of all a fall of faith. Only because Eve first believed the serpent when he 
told her she would not die if she ate the forbidden fruit, rather than 
believing God when he told her that she would—only because of Eve’s 
faithlessness within—did she practice the faithlessness without that was the 
actual act of disobedience, the eating of the forbidden fruit. Faith is the root 
of obedience; the lack of faith is the root of disobedience. If we totally 
believed that obedience always worked to our blessedness, we would not 
disobey. Only because we must pray “Lord, I believe, but help my unbelief” 
do we sin. 

Saint Paul contrasts faith with sin when he says, “Whatever is not of faith 
is sin.” We usually think of sin as the opposite of virtue, and faith as the 
opposite of doubt. But virtue is a moral term, and doubt is an intellectual 
term. The opposite of moral virtue is moral vice, and the opposite of 
intellectual doubt is intellectual belief. Faith is deeper than either moral 
virtue or intellectual belief. Sin is deeper than either moral vice or 
intellectual doubt. Faith is a fundamental Yes to God with the center of our 
being, and sin—the state of sin as distinct from particular acts of sin—is the 
fundamental No to God with the center of our being. Faith is the opposite of 
sin. Faith is to sin what light is to darkness. 

Belief is an intellectual matter. I believe the sun will shine tomorrow: I 
believe I am in good health, I believe my textbooks. This is mere opinion. 


Faith is not mere opinion. Opinions do not save us. Trust is an emotional 
matter. I trust my surgeon or my psychiatrist or my children. This is a 
precious feeling, but it is a feeling. Faith is not feeling. Feelings do not save 
us. Faith, however, results in or expresses itself in both belief and trust, for 
the prefunctional root that is the very essence of the self expresses itself in 
the two branches or functions of the intellectual (belief) and the emotional 
(trust). But faith is deeper. That is why even some people who seem on an 
intellectual level to be unbelievers may on this deeper level be believers, 
and we may be surprised to see some famous so-called atheists in heaven. 
And it is why some people who seem to have very little emotional faith— 
little trust, serenity, consolation—may nevertheless be people of great, even 
heroic, faith. Only God sees hearts. 

3. The third and most specific, most technical sense of faith is the sense 
we learned from the Baltimore Catechism. Faith is the act of the intellect, 
prompted by the will, by which we believe the truth of all that God has 
revealed on the basis of the authority of the one who has revealed it. This is 
essentially the definition used by Saint Thomas Aquinas and medieval 
scholastic theology. 

At the time of the Protestant Reformation, each side used a different 
language system, and the most important and tragic split in the Church’s 
history resulted. Protestant reformers, using faith in the biblical sense, as 
saving faith, insisted that the Bible clearly taught that faith alone was 
sufficient for salvation. They formulated their slogan sola fides (faith 
alone), on the basis of Romans and Galatians. They thought that the 
Catholic Church’s insistence that good works were also necessary for 
Salvation was a pagan doctrine, a compromise of the very essence of the 
gospel. Most evangelical and fundamentalist Protestants to this day justify 
their disagreement with the Catholic Church more fundamentally on this 
basis than on any other. They sincerely believe that Catholicism is another 
gospel, as Paul called Galatian legalism, and many wonder whether 
Catholics are even Christians. 

But James clearly says in his epistle that faith without works is dead and 
that we are justified by works (good works, the works of love) as well as 
faith, working together with faith. James and the Catholic scholastic 
theologians were using faith in its third, narrowest sense: as just one of the 
three theological virtues. In this sense, hope and charity must be added to 
faith for salvation. Paul and the Protestants were using faith in its second, 


broader sense: as the root or center of all three theological virtues, not as an 
act of the intellect (as in the Baltimore Catechism definition) but as an act 
oi the heart (in the biblical sense) or spirit or personal center. Both sides 
were (and are) right, as Pope John Paul II made quite clear to the Lutheran 
bishops of Germany on his visit there in 1983. 

In other words, the essence of the Protestant Reformation was a 
misunderstanding. What hope for reunion lies in that fact! 

To clarify the different meanings of faith in another way, remember that 
we exist on three levels. Saint Paul in two places in his letters refers to them 
as “spirit, soul, and body”. Body is our relationship with the physical world, 
the level of reality that is less than ourselves. Soul is our relationship with 
ourselves (self-consciousness) and with others, our equals. Spirit is our 
relationship with God, the reality that is greater than ourselves. There is a 
form of faith on each of the three levels. Faith in the bodily sphere is the 
works of love and obedience without which, according to James, faith is 
dead and false. This is the aspect emphasized by the writer of the epistle to 
the Hebrews in the classic chapter on faith, chapter 11. The faith of each of 
the Old Testament heroes was defined or manifested in what they did. Faith 
in the sphere of the soul includes both intellectual belief and emotional 
trust. Finally, faith in the spirit, where faith begins, is the basic Yes to God 
that is the condition for salvation. This is an act of the will, but it is not 
always consciously rational and intellectual. 

Saint Thomas, like the New Testament, sometimes uses faith in the 
technical and intellectual sense, as an act of the intellect. But sometimes he 
uses faith in the broader and deeper sense, the Pauline sense, just as the 
Protestant reformers did—for instance, when he says that “the object of 
faith is not a proposition but a person.” In other words, God himself is the 
object of faith; the propositions in the creed express its content. We believe 
not just ideas about God but God. It is essential to know things about God, 
but it is more essential to know God. “This is eternal life”, says Jesus in his 
high priestly prayer in John 17:3, “to know Thee, the only true God.” The 
creeds are like accounting books, God is like the actual money. 

Though the root of faith is not intellectual, one of its fruits is. “Faith 
seeking understanding” (fides quaerens intellectum) was the operative 
slogan for a thousand years of Christian theology. “Unless you believe, you 
will not understand”—faith first. Then, “In thy light we see light”— 
understanding follows. How accurately the saints know God; how foolishly 


mistaken are the unbelieving geniuses! Reason may run ahead of faith, as 
John ran ahead of Peter to the empty tomb, but faith first enters the secret of 
understanding, as Peter first entered the tomb. Faith is more active than 
reason. Reason passively reports data, like a camera. Faith takes a stand, 
like an army. Faith leaps into God’s arms, answering his proposal of 
Spiritual marriage. 

There is a kind of faith that Saint Paul lists as one of the charismatic 
gifts. This is special, miracle-working faith. It is available to all but round 
in few. When we have this kind of faith, we do not pray from the human 
platform of uncertainty and pleading but from the divine platform of 
operative certainty. The word of this kind of faith is not “please” but “be it 
done.” Many radio and television preachers have confused listeners by 
confusing this special kind of faith with ordinary saving faith, making 
listeners think they are guaranteed miracles and if miracles do not happen 
they just do not have real faith at all. This may be an honest mistake, but it 
is a cruel one. Jesus’ own disciples had faith smaller than a grain of mustard 
seed, Jesus said. Yet they were accepted. “Lord, I believe; help my 
unbelief” is a good, honest prayer, like the prayer of the publican, “God be 
merciful to me a sinner.” Let us be content to run before trying to fly. 

The most pervasive mistake the modern world makes about faith is to 
subjectivize and psychologize it, as if believers constructed their religion 
out of their own psyches: “I’m feeling rather religious today; do you have 
anything for me to believe in?” This mistake occurs because the modern 
mind has things inside out. It starts with the human rather than the divine. 
Thus its values are “my values” (don’t impose them on anyone else, 
please!), and even truth is “truth for me”. Both the Bible and common sense 
say differently. We must conform to reality, not vice versa. We must be 
honest. There is only one honest reason why anyone should ever believe 
anything: because it is true. God is, and God has acted, and God has 
spoken. Now I must respond. That is the true situation. Do I respond Yes 
(faith) or No? That is the simple question. 

Faith is very simple. Saying all this is perhaps too much. Much of what is 
written about faith is like snowflakes on a bell: it muffles the sound. Just 
say Yes to God. It’s the simplest thing in the world. 
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Hope 


No one can live without hope. Only angels do not need hope, for they do 
not live in time and have no future. They possess the whole of their reality 
at once. But we creatures of time are constantly moving into the future, and 
our eyes are usually facing forward. Hope is like headlights. It is not easy to 
drive without headlights in the dark. 

To be human is to be growing. We are all spiritually babies, and the most 
spiritually mature of us are the first to admit that fact. There are no 
grownups. Life is a continual pregnancy, and death is like birth. To live 
without hope is like being pregnant with a dead baby. 

Hope is the life of the soul. A soul without hope is a dead soul. The 
Russian novelist Gogol wrote a story with the haunting title Dead Souls. I 
find the phrase unforgettable, especially when I look carefully into the eyes 
of some street people and also some very famous people. There really are 
such things as dead souls. Just as the body is dead when its source of life, 
the soul, is gone, so a soul is dead when its source of life is gone. That 
source is the spirit. The spirit’s life-giving work in the soul is to give it a 
reason to live and a reason to die, in other words, hope. Hope is the soul’s 
food. Without it the soul simply cannot live. 

Freud says, sagely, that the two things everyone needs are love and work, 
and work means hope: a reason to get out of bed in the morning, a reason 
for doing anything. Our modern society finds it harder to find reasons for 
getting out of bed than any other society that has ever been. It also finds it 
easier to find reasons for getting into bed than any other society that has 
ever been. We know no reason to get out of bed and every reason to get in. 

Hope is the forgotten virtue of our time because hope—real hope, the 
theological virtue of hope, as distinct from the vague sentiment of 
hopefulness, or optimism—means something scandalously transcendental, 
something offensively supernatural, to the modern mind. That mind dare 
not raise its eyes to the sky; its nose-to-the-grindstone worldliness cannot 
understand or respect the otherwordly goal. It can do nothing but invent 
sneering names for the goal like “escapism” and “pie in the sky bye and 
bye”. The New Testament appeals to heavenly hope on nearly every page. It 
is continually reminding us that our citizenship is in heaven. Modernity sees 


this not only as escapism and wishful thinking, but as traitorous: If our 
citizenship is not in this world, how can we be loyal to it? That is like 
thinking that if an unborn baby hopes to be born out of the womb, it is a 
traitor to the womb. 

Hopelessness means living in a squashed, low, flat, one-dimensional 
world, a ranch-style universe, where the sky is only a flat, painted ceiling a 
few feet above your head. Hope, on the other hand, means living in a 
universe in which it is possible to climb mountains and stand outdoors, 
where the terrifying and wonderful winds of heaven whip through your hair. 
The silliest of all the many supersititions of unbelievers is that Christianity 
is a dull, wimpy, boring batch of platitudes; that a Christian is something 
like a worm: flat and squashed and “humble” as Uriah Heep was “humble”. 
Rather, “we are never so tall as when we bow.” Hope gives us height, and 
room. It puts us outdoors, outside this stuffy little idol called society, in a 
cosmos that sprouts turrets and spires. 

In an age of hope men looked up at the night sky and saw “the heavens”. 
In an age of hopelessness they call it simply “space”. Emptiness has 
replaced fullness. Where our ancestors heard “the music of the spheres” our 
contemporaries hear only “the eternal silence of those infinite spaces that 
fills me with terror’, as Pascal pointedly puts it. 

The concept of hope has been hopelessly trivialized by the moder mind, 
just as the concept of faith has. Just as “I believe” usually means merely “I 
feel”, so “I hope” usually means only “I wish” or “wouldn’t it be nice 
if... .” But Christian hope, the theological virtue of hope, is not a wish or a 
feeling; it is a rock-solid certainty, a guarantee, an anchor. We bury our dead 
“in the sure and certain hope of the resurrection”. Feelings are subject to 
every wind of chance and change, from politics to digestion. But Christian 
hope has a foundation. It is a house built upon a rock, and that rock is 
Christ. “The hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight”, we 
sing to the “little town of Bethlehem”, the “house of bread” from which our 
souls are fed. 

For Christian hope does not come from us. It is our response to God’s 
promises. It is not a feeling welling up from within, something we can whip 
up at will. It is saying Yes to God’s guarantees. It is the alternative to calling 
God a liar. It is the simple and commonsensical acceptance of all God’s 
promises on the ground that, as Saint Thomas Aquinas put it in the great 
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hymn “Pange Lingua”, “than Truth’s own word there is no truer token.” 


The object of hope is God himself, just as God is the object of faith. The 
creeds formulate faith, and God’s promises formulate hope. But hope’s 
object is not the abstract promises but the concrete God, the person who 
made them. God is always first, always the initiator. Even our seeking him 
is the result of his first seeking us. Therefore hope too must be our response 
to his initiative. God is not the response to human hope; our hope is the 
response to him and his promises. 

Hope is thus definite and specific, not vague, because God has promised 
definite and specific things. That does not mean that these things are always 
clear rather than mysterious, or that they do not require a leap of faith or a 
lot of waiting or testing. But it means that God, who is not fuzzy and woolly 
but sharp and specific, makes promises that are not fuzzy and woolly but 
sharp and specific. The promises are written in Scripture, not just in our 
psyches. Hope is specified by a book, by words, rather than by feelings. If 
you had the time, it would be an amazing exercise to go through the whole 
of Scripture just noting and counting the promises. There are well over 
three hundred of them, three hundred distinct promises, many of them 
repeated many times in different forms. 

Our God is thus a God of promises. And he keeps every one to the letter. 
Promises come true. The scriptural notion of truth is not, like the Greek 
notion, a timeless formula, something abstract and static. Rather, it is 
something that happens in history, it comes true. The Messiah is not an 
ideal but a person. Creation, fall, Incarnation, death, Resurrection, 
ascension, Second Coming—these are not myths or images or meanings 
merely, but actual events. Truth is dramatic; it happens; we see it. John 
begins his first epistle with words that still invoke awe at this incarnation of 
truth in time; “That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, 
which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked upon and touched 
with our hands. .. we proclaim to you.” 

Yet, though hope is not vague, it is universal. Though specific, it is also 
generic. There is a cosmic dimension to Christian hope that overarches and 
transcends and environs particular events. Gabriel Marcel, the French 
Catholic personalist philosopher, defines this hope as “the affirmation that 
there exists, beyond all data, all inventories, and all calculations, a 
mysterious principle [principium, source, origin, not abstract statement or 
formula] that is in connivance with me, that cannot but will that which I 
will if what I will deserves to be willed and is in fact willed with the whole 


of my being”. This rather obscure but profound definition means that our 
deepest needs, values, longings, and ideals, which flow from our God-given 
nature, from the image of God in us, are not just facts about us but also facts 
about objective reality; not just subjective blips on our mental screen but 
realities detected by our inner radar; not just flotsam and jetsam on the sea 
of the human psyche but rocket ships that really touch other worlds. 

Hope means that the reason J must choose life is that at the heart of 
reality life is chosen. Hope means that when I say “it is better to be than not 
to be”, I am not expressing a prejudice or even a feeling but a fact; that all 
things that exist join me in a cosmic chorus of approval. Hope means that 
my implicit desire for God, however obscure or unconscious, is God’s own 
trace in my being. Hope means that the agony and ecstasy of longing for a 
joy this world can never give is a sure sign that I was made by and for one 
who is joy itself, and him alone. 

Thus when I hope against hope that my friend will recover from a disease 
the doctors assure me is fatal, I am not playing the game of predictions and 
Statistical averages against the doctors but prophetically asserting 
something about the nature of ultimate reality: that it is on my side in 
willing life over death, that death is the rind or epidermis or outer 
appearance of life, not vice versa; that ultimate reality is not this indifferent 
cosmos but an infinitely caring and loving will. 

One cannot overemphasize hope because the only alternative is despair, 
which is worse than death. Better to die in hope than to live in despair, as 
Charles discovered at the end of Dickens’ classic A Tale of Two Cities, 
when he said of his chosen martyrdom, “It is a far, far better thing I do than 
ever I have done.” Despair is the silhouette of hope: it defines the shape of 
hope by its absence. You never appreciate a thing as sharply as when it is 
taken from you. For this reason we cannot be too grateful to the great 
despairers in literature, from Ecclesiastes (“vanity of vanities, all is vanity”) 
to Jean-Paul Sartre. One could almost construct a theology from the 
writings of the great atheists. The God who is not there is sometimes clearer 
than the God who is. 

A revitalization of the forgotten theological virtue of hope would go far 
toward healing the tensions in the Church between liberals and 
conservatives. For liberals emphasize love, often at the expense of faith, 
and conservatives emphasize faith, often at the expense of love. Hope 
builds bridges between the two other theological virtues, thus between 


liberals and conservatives. If you start with love, hope prods you into faith, 
for if you love someone, you want the dogmatic, glorious, supernatural 
truths of the faith about human destiny to be true. And if you start with 
faith, hope prods you into love, for if you believe what the Church teaches 
about human destiny, your love for God must become also love for his 
image in your neighbor, who is destined to share divine life. Hope builds 
bridges—between faith and love, between conservatives and liberals, 
between present and future, between earth and heaven. 
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Love 


Without qualification, without ifs, ands, or buts, God’s word tells us, 
straight as a left jab, that love is the greatest thing there is (1 Cor 13:13). 
Scripture never says God is justice or beauty or righteousness, though he is 
just and beautiful and righteous. But “God is love” (1 Jn 4:8). Love is God’s 
essence, his whole being. Everything in him is love. Even his justice is love. 
Paul identifies “the justice of God” in Romans 1:17 with the most unjust 
event in all history, deicide, the crucifixion, for that was God’s great act of 
love. 

But no word is more misunderstood in our society than the word love. 
One of the most useful books we can read is C. S. Lewis’ unpretentious 
little masterpiece The Four Loves. There, he clearly distinguishes agape, 
the kind of love Christ taught and showed, from storge (natural affection or 
liking), eros (sexual desire), and philia (friendship). It is agape that is the 
greatest thing in the world. 

The old word for agape in English was charity. Unfortunately, that word 
now means to most people simply handouts to beggars or to the United 
Fund. But the word love won’t do either. It means to most people either 
sexual love (eros) or a feeling of affection (storge), or a vague love-in- 
general. Perhaps it is necessary to insist on the Greek word agape 
(pronounced ah-gah-pay) even at the risk of sounding snobbish or scholarly, 
so that we do not confuse this most important thing in the world with 
something else and miss it, for there is enormous misunderstanding about it 
in our society. 

The first and most usual misunderstanding of agape is to confuse it with 
a feeling. Our feelings are precious, but agape is more precious. Feelings 
come to us, passively; agape comes from us, actively, by our free choice. 
We are not responsible for our feelings—we can’t help how we feel—but 
we are responsible for our agape or lack of it, eternally responsible, for 
agape comes from us; feelings come from wind, weather, and digestion. 
“Luv” comes from spring breezes; real love comes from the center of the 
soul, which Scripture calls the heart (another word we have sentimentalized 
and reduced to feeling). Liking is a feeling. But love (agape) is more than 


strong liking. Only a fool would command someone to feel a certain way. 
God commands us to love, and God is no fool. 

Jesus had different feelings toward different people. But he loved them 
all equally and absolutely. But how can we love someone if we don’t like 
him? Easy—we do it to ourselves all the time. We don’t always have tender, 
comfortable feelings about ourselves; sometimes we feel foolish, stupid, 
asinine, or wicked. But we always love ourselves: we always seek our own 
good. Indeed, we feel dislike toward ourselves, we berate ourselves, 
precisely because we love ourselves; because we care about our good, we 
are impatient with our bad. 

We fall in love but we do not fall in agape. We rise in agape. 

God is agape, and agape is not feeling. So God is not feeling. That does 
not make him or agape cold and abstract. Just the opposite: God is love 
itself; feeling is the dribs and drabs of love received into the medium of 
passivity. God cannot fall in love for the same reason water cannot get wet: 
it is wet. Love itself cannot receive love as a passivity, only spread it as an 
activity. God is love in action, not love in dreams. Feelings are like dreams: 
easy, passive, spontaneous. Agape is hard and precious like a diamond. 

This brings us to a second and related misunderstanding. Agape’s object 
is always the concrete individual, not some abstraction called humanity. 
Love of humanity is easy because humanity does not surprise you with 
inconvenient demands. You never find humanity on your doorstep, stinking 
and begging. 

Jesus commands us to love not humanity but our neighbor, all our 
neighbors, the real individuals we meet, just as he did. He died for me and 
for you, not for humanity. The Cross has our names on it, not the name 
“humanity”. When Jesus called himself the Good Shepherd, he said he 
“calls his own sheep by name” (Jn 10:3). The gospel comes to you not in a 
newspaper with a Xeroxed label, “Dear Occupant”, but in a handwritten 
envelope personally addressed to you, as a love letter from God to you 
alone. One of the saints says that Jesus would have done everything he did 
and suffered everything he suffered even if you were the only person who 
had sinned, just for you. More than that, he did! This is no “if”; this is fact. 
His loving eyes saw you from the Cross. Each of his five wounds were lips 
speaking your name. 

A third, related, misunderstanding about love is to confuse it with 
kindness, which is only one of its usual attributes. Kindness is the desire to 


relieve another’s suffering. Love is the willing of another’s good. A father 
can spank his child out of love. And God is a father. 

It is painfully obvious that God is not mere kindness, for he does not 
remove all suffering, though he has the power to do so. Indeed, this very 
fact—that the God who is omnipotent and can at any instant miraculously 
erase all suffering from this world deliberately chooses not to do so—is the 
commonest argument unbelievers use against him. The number one 
argument for atheism stems from the confusion between love and kindness. 

The more we love someone, the more our love goes beyond kindness. We 
are merely kind to pets, and therefore we consent that our pets be put to 
death “to put them out of their misery” when they are suffering. There is 
increasing pressure in America to legalize euthenasia (so far only Nazi 
Germany and now Holland have ever legalized euthenasia), and this evil 
too stems from the confusion between love and kindness. We are kind to 
strangers but demanding of those we love. If a stranger informed you that 
he was a drug addict, you would probably try to reason with him in a kind 
and gentle way; but if your son or daughter said that to you, you would 
probably do a lot of shouting and screaming. 

Grandfathers are kind; fathers are loving. Grandfathers say, “Run along 
and have a good time”; fathers say, “But don’t do this or that.” Grandfathers 
are compassionate, fathers are passionate. God is never once called our 
grandfather, much as we would prefer that to the inconveniently close, 
demanding, intimate father who loves us. The most frequently heard saying 
in our lives is precisely the philosophy of a grandfather: “Have a nice day.” 

Many priests even sanctify this philosophy by ending the Mass with it, 
though the Mass is supposed to be the worship of the Father, not the 
Grandfather. 

A fourth misunderstanding about love is the confusion between “God is 
love” and “love is God.” The worship of love instead of the worship of God 
involves two deadly mistakes. First it uses the word God only as another 
word for love. God is thought of as a force or energy rather than as a 
person. Second, it divinizes the love we already know instead of showing us 
a love we don’t know. To understand this point, consider that “A is B” does 
not mean the same as “A equals B.” If A = B, then B = A, but if A is B, that 
does not mean that B is A. “That house is wood” does not mean “wood is 
that house.” “An angel is spirit” does not mean the same as “spirit is an 
angel.” When we say “A is B”, we begin with a subject, A, that we assume 


our hearer already knows, and then we add a new predicate to it. “Mother is 
sick” means “You know mother well, let me tell you something you don’t 
know about her: she’s sick.” So “God is love” means “Let me tell you 
something new about the God you know: he is essential love, made of love, 
through and through.” But “Love is God” means “Let me tell you 
something about the love you already know, your own human love: that is 
God. That is the ultimate reality. That is as far as anything can ever go. 
Seek no further for God.” In other words, “God is love” is the profoundest 
thing we have ever heard. But “love is God” is deadly nonsense. 

A fifth misunderstanding about love is the idea that you can be in love 
with love. No, you cannot, any more than you can have faith in faith, or 
hope in hope, or see sight. Love is an act, a force, or an energy, but persons 
are more than that. What we love with agape can only be a person, the 
realest thing there is, because a person is the image of God, who is ultimate 
reality, and God’s name is I Am, the name for a person. If anyone says they 
are in love with love, that love is not agape but a feeling. 

A sixth misunderstanding about love is the idea that “God is love” is 
unrelated to dogmatic theology, especially to the doctrine of the Trinity. 
Everyone can agree that “God is love”, it seems, but the Trinity is a tangled 
dogma for an esoteric elite, isn’t it? No. If God is not a Trinity, God is not 
love. For love requires three things: a lover, a beloved, and a relationship 
between them. If God were only one person, he could be a lover, but not 
love itself. The Father loves the Son and the Son loves the Father, and the 
Spirit is the love proceeding from both, from all eternity. If that were not so, 
then God would need us, would be incomplete without us, without someone 
to love. Then his creating us would not be wholly unselfish, but selfish, 
from his own need. 

Love is a flower, and hope is its stem. Salvation is the whole plant. God’s 
grace, God’s own life, comes into us by faith, like water through a tree’s 
roots. It rises in us by hope, like sap through the trunk. And it flowers from 
our branches, fruit for our neighbor’s use. 

Faith is like an anchor. That’s why it must be conservative, even a stick- 
in-the-mud, like an anchor. Faith must be faithful. Hope is like a compass or 
a navigator. It gives us direction, and it takes its bearings from the stars. 
That’s why it must be progressive and forward-looking. Love is like the 
sail, spread to the wind. It is the actual energy of our journey. That’s why it 
must be liberal, open to the Spirit’s wind, generous. 


Agape is totally defenseless against an objection like Freud’s: “But not all 
men are worthy of love.” No, they are not. Love goes beyond worth, 
beyond justice, beyond reason. Reasons are always given from above 
downward, and there is nothing above love, for God is love. When he was 
about six, my son asked me, “Daddy, why do you love me?” I began to give 
the wrong answers, the answers I thought he was looking for: “You’re a 
great kid. You’re good and smart and strong.” Then, seeing his 
disappointment, I decided to be honest: “Aw, I just love you because you’re 
mine.” I got a smile of relief and a hug: “Thanks, Daddy.” A student once 
asked me in class, “Why does God love us so much?” I replied that that was 
the greatest of all mysteries, and she should come back to me in a year to 
see whether I had solved it. One year later to the day, there she was. She 
was serious. She really wanted an answer. I had to explain that this one 
thing, at least, just could not be explained. 

Finally, there is the equally mind-boggling mystery of the intrinsic 
paradox of agape: somehow in agape you give yourself away, not just your 
time or work or possessions or even your body. You put yourself in your 
own hands and hand it over to another. And when you do this unthinkable 
thing, another unthinkable thing happens: you find yourself in losing 
yourself. You begin to be when you give yourself away. You find that a new 
and more real self has somehow been given to you. When you are a donor 
you mysteriously find yourself a recipient—of the very gift you gave away. 

There is more: nothing else is really yours. Your health, your works, your 
intelligence, your possessions—these are not what they seem. They are all 
hostage to fortune, on loan, insubstantial. You discover that when you learn 
who God is. Face to face with God in prayer, not just a proper concept of 
God, you find that you are nothing. All the saints say this: you are nothing. 
The closer you get to God the more you see this, the more you shrink in 
size. If you scorn God, you think you’re a big shot, a cannonball; if you 
know God, you know you’re not even buckshot. Those who scorn God 
think they’re number one. Those who have the popular idea of God think 
they’re “good people”. Those who have a merely mental orthodoxy know 
they’re real but finite creatures, made in God’s image but flawed by sin. 
Those who really begin to pray find that compared with God they are motes 
of dust in the sun. Finally, the saints say they are nothing. Or else (Saint 
Paul’s words) “the chief of sinners”. Sinners think they’re saints and saints 
think they’re sinners. 


Who’s right? How shall we evaluate this insight? Unless God is the 
Father of lies (the ultimate blasphemy), the saints are right. Unless the 
closer you get to God the wronger you are about yourself, the five groups in 
the preceding paragraph (from scorners to saints) form a hierarchy of 
insight. Nothing is ours by nature. Our very existence is sheer gift. Think 
for a moment about the fact that you were created, made out of nothing. If a 
sculptor gives a block of marble the gift of a fine shape, the shape is a gift, 
but the marble’s existence is not. That is the marble’s own. But nothing is 
our own because we were made out of nothing. Our very existence is a gift 
from God to no one, for we were not there before he created us. There is no 
receiver of the gift distinct from the gift itself. We are God’s gifts. 

So the saints are right. If I am nothing, nothing that is mine is anything. 
Nothing is mine by nature. But one thing is mine by my free choice: the self 
I give away in love. That is the thing even God cannot do for me. It is my 
choice. Everything I say is mine is not. But everything I say is yours is 
mine. C. S. Lewis, asked which of his many library books he thought he 
would have in heaven, replied, “Only the ones I gave away on earth and 
never got back”. The same is true of our very self. It is like a ball in a game 
of catch: throw it and it will come back to you; hold onto it and that ends 
the game. 


B. FUNDAMENTALS OF CHRISTIAN 
SPIRITUALITY: THE LORD’S PRAYER 
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Our Father 


Saint Thomas Aquinas says that everything a Christian needs to know is 
contained in three things: the Apostles’ Creed, the Ten Commandments, and 
the Lord’s Prayer—what to believe, what to do, and what to pray. The 
Lord’s Prayer is the perfect prayer because it comes from the Perfect Pray- 
er; it is our Lord’s prayer. He invented it, gave it to us, and told us to use it. 
That must be our fundamental reason for praying it: not to get God to do 
our will but to do God’s will. We can give God something he wants, a 
Christmas present: our heart, wrapped in prayer. 

Do you know what Jesus is doing right now? Don’t read the next 
sentence yet; see whether you know the answer. The answer is that he is at 
his Father’s side praying for us, for you and me, by name. Romans 8:34, 
Hebrews 7:25, and Revelation 3:5 tell us that wonderful but forgotten fact. 
We can answer his prayer for us by fulfilling his desire for us. His desire for 
us is that we learn to pray. And we learn to pray by going to Jesus’ school 
of prayer, where the textbook is the Lord’s Prayer. Therefore to pray the 
Lord’s Prayer is to answer the Lord’s prayer. The Lord is pure love. His 
desire, his prayer, for us is that of a lover: the happiness of his beloved. We 
fulfill his desire and attain our happiness simultaneously when we pray the 
prayer he desires us to pray. 

We should pray this prayer for the same reason we do everything: 
“Whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God” 
(1 Cor 10:31). We should pray it to obey “the first and greatest 
commandment”, to imitate the simple secret of all sanctity, Mary’s one 
word: fiat, “be it done unto me according to thy word.” 

The ideal prayer is in words. This ideal surprises some people. Don’t all 
the saints and mystics agree that wordless prayer is higher? Ah, but these 
words are from the Word, and lead us back to him. He is the one thing 
necessary: the Word, not the words. The words are no magic formula; they 
must express and foster our relationship with him. 

Eastern religions rank meditation higher than prayer. Now meditation is a 
fine thing, and all of us could use a lot more of it in our hectic lives, but it is 
no substitute for prayer. For meditation is only within yourself; it is 
psychological. Prayer is between you and God; it is theological. 


The superiority of prayer over meditation is also shown by the fact that 
there are techniques for meditation but not for prayer. Jesus did not give us 
a technique; he gave us a prayer, for prayer is from the heart, and the heart 
is foreign to techniques. (The heart in Scripture does not mean the feelings 
but the will, the self, the I, the image of God.) Only the functions have 
techniques, not the prefunctional root, the heart. Thinking, feeling, and 
acting have techniques. In Hinduism there are four yoga techniques, one for 
the body, one for thinking, one for feeling, and one for acting. Techniques 
are useful, like church buildings or fund-raising programs. But Jesus gave 
this perfect prayer not into our hands or our heads but into our hearts 
because that is the only setting worthy of this gem. 

Therefore we must pray this prayer not just with our lips or even just 
with our minds but with our hearts. In fact, if we do not pray it with our 
hearts, then we will not understand it with our minds. Only when our will 
lines up with God’s will can our mind line up with God’s mind. Jesus tells 
us: “If your will were to do the will of my Father, you would understand my 
teaching.” It is the pure of heart who see God. 

The ideal prayer has only fifty-six words in it. Jesus obviously means for 
us to use them over and over. He cautions us against meaningless 
repetitions in prayer (Mt 6:7) but not against meaningful repetitions, like 
the whispers of lovers. If mere recitation of the words were prayer, then we 
could make prayer wheels, as the Buddhists do, and twirl them around to 
repeat the words, like portable Xerox machines. But the words of this 
prayer are not like a tape to listen to passively, but like a piece of sheet 
music to interpret actively and play on our own instrument. They are not 
like a science textbook but like a laboratory manual: directions for doing. 
We should use them like Christmas trees. We are invited to festoon them, to 
put our own personal decorations on them. 

The words are a map; we must make the journey our own. They are the 
guidelines, and the Holy Spirit is our guide, but we are the travelers. When 
you make your journey down the river of this prayer, your diary of 
exploration will be different from anyone else’s, even though we all travel 
the same river through the same jungle and empty out into the same divine 
sea. This essay—any essay—on the Lord’s Prayer is not that journey or a 
substitute for it. The most important thing about prayer, like the most 
important thing about faith and love, is simply to do it. I love the story 
about the theologian who died and was given a choice between going to 


heaven or going to a lecture about heaven. He chose the lecture. I love that 
story because I need it: it laughs at me. 


In the first two words of the Lord’s Prayer, more treasures are contained 
than in all the other words in this world. Saint Teresa found it almost 
impossible to get beyond these first two words when she prayed because 
they were like a beautiful country that she never wanted to leave. Until we 
feel that way, we have not understood these words. We must walk round 
and round them, toss them up and down, heft them, swim in them, sink into 
them, taste them, chew them, digest them, smell them, caress them, let them 
caress us, until we begin to understand Saint Teresa’s wonderful difficulty. 

One of the greatest of all mysteries is contained in that first little word, 
our. It is the mystery of solidarity, the mystery of the Mystical Body. Each 
individual who prays this prayer is to call God not only “my Father” but 
“our Father”. Each individual is to pray in the name of the whole Church. 
When you pray the Our Father, all the presence and power of the Mystical 
Body of Christ is praying with you, helping you. God sees you praying 
alongside the Pope and Mother Teresa and Jake Grubb (never heard of him? 
God did!) and Saint Francis and Saint Augustine and Saint Peter and the 
Blessed Virgin Mary herself. For none are dead or past to God, the eternal 
contemporary. (See Lk 20:37-38.) Solidarity is a fact, not an ideal. Each 
believer is an organ in his body. Saint Paul says, “If one member [organ] 
suffers, all suffer together; if one member is honored, all rejoice together. 
Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it.” 

Therefore we are each responsible for all, when we work and when we 
pray. This is not just a pious feeling but an awesome fact. When I pray, I 
have effects on my grandchildren, on some stranger I have never met, on 
the most abandoned soul in the world. When I bake an act of charity in the 
oven of the Church, that is bread to some starving soul across the world. 
My prayer or work, ascending like mist today, in this place and time, will 
come down like rain at some other place and time, whither God directs it, 
where thirsty soil needs it most. Just as my money can really save lives in 
Ethiopia, my prayer can really save souls in China or Purgatory. Spiritual 
transportation systems are just as real and just as effective as physical ones, 
for the spiritual universe is just as real and just as much one, just as much a 
uni-verse, as the physical universe; and its connecting thread, its spiritual 
gravity, is just as strong, as subtle, and as pervasive as physical gravity. 


Thus, I share in the responsibility for all the good and all the evil of the 
human family. I am rightly ashamed of Adolf Hitler because Hitler was my 
brother. I dare not say “Am I my brother’s keeper?” because God our Father 
has made me just that. Dostoevsky says, “If I had been a little better, even 
the birds at my side would be a little happier.” So I must ask forgiveness 
even of the birds. (Perhaps that was what Saint Francis was doing when he 
preached to them.) 

Every time Scripture describes our ultimate destiny, heavenly worship, it 
is communal. What we will do eternally is the fulfillment not of the 
mystic’s quest for private ecstasy but of the Father’s quest for family love. 

And then comes that blessed word Father. Before Jesus came, God was 
not our Father. He was the same, of course, but we were not, and therefore 
our relationship with him was not. Jesus changed that relationship: he made 
us children of God, and thus made God our Father. God is not regularly 
called our Father in the Old Testament. Ever since the fall, we have been 
orphans. Now we can come back home to Daddy. Not just Father but 
Daddy. In fact, Da-da. That is the meaning of the Hebrew word Abba. A 
Jewish friend half-seriously told me that Aramaic Hebrew must have been 
the language we spoke in Eden because babies still remember it: their first 
word is usually “Ab-ba”. Jesus begins the restoration of Eden’s intimacy, 
when God walked with us in the garden in the cool of the evening. He 
teaches us to call God “Da-da”. (“Unless you become as little children, you 
cannot enter the kingdom of God.”) 

We appreciate how incredible this intimacy is only after we have learned 
the opposite lesson, God’s awesomeness and infinite otherness, the 
distinctively Jewish revelation of God as transcendent Creator. Only after 
we are Jews can we be Christians; only after we know God in awe can we 
know God in intimacy. “The fear [awe] of the Lord is the beginning of 
wisdom” and filial intimacy is the end. 

Because of Jesus, this utterly, unimaginably, incomprehensibly, and 
infinitely awesome abyss of eternal perfection, this dazzling light of Truth 
that designed the entire universe down to each grain of sand and still guides 
the paths of each falling hair and sparrow—this God is now our Daddy! 
Christians are the kids of the King. 

Even more, Father means giver of life. Oyster fathers give oyster life, cat 
fathers give cat life, human fathers give human life—and God the Father 
gives divine life, his own life. We are called to share in the divine nature 


without losing our human nature, to become like Jesus our brother: human 
and divine. This is not heresy or pantheism; it is the teaching of Scripture (2 
Pet 1:14) and the Church (the prayer over the gifts in the Mass). 

Father is the word Jesus consistently used for God, and he did not choose 
his words carelessly. What else does Father mean to us? Let’s look at 
connotations as well as denotations, feelings as well as definitions. Father 
connotes both security and challenge. A good father, says George 
Macdonald, is “easy to please but hard to satisfy”. That’s God all over: 
pleased even with the first faltering steps of his toddler, not yet satisfied 
even with the heroics of his saints, ever sculpting their souls into more and 
more love. Jesus is the perfect mirror of the Father, and he has both 
attributes in greater strength and in greater union than any man who has 
ever lived. He is terribly tender and terribly demanding, terribly loving and 
terribly stern, terribly soft and terribly hard. He is the two things every girl 
dreams of in her ideal man: strong and gentle, like a chivalrous knight. How 
hard it is for us to combine those two attributes, to be gentle without being 
weak and strong without being harsh. 

Jesus is both infinitely gentle and infinitely demanding because that is 
what the Father is, and like Father, like Son. Our Father is more soft-hearted 
than any liberal and more hard-headed than any conservative. His 
compassion is absolute and unconditional, but so are his demands: “Be ye 
holy as I the Lord your God am holy.” That’s why Jesus weeps over his 
native Jerusalem and its temple but whips the moneychangers out of it. 
That’s why Jesus calls the Pharisees whitewashed tombs but weeps at 
Lazarus’ tomb. “He who has seen me, has seen the Father”, who weeps 
when a sparrow falls but sends his saints like steel through Job’s tortures. 

There are many voices today even in the Church who quarrel with the 
word Father because they see it as being sexist. They forget that the 
masculine imagery comes not from the Church, not even from the apostles, 
but from Jesus himself. Was Jesus a sexist pig? Was God incarnate unable 
to transcend the sins of his culture? Christians call God Father because they 
believe that God himself has told us what to call him. 

This is no slight on women. The Mother of God was a woman; the Father 
of God was not a man. Furthermore, God is masculine because we are all 
feminine to him, as the mystics say. He impregnates our souls with his life, 
as he impregnated Mary’s body. Mary is us; Mary is the Church; Mary is 
the bride in the Song of Songs; Mary is the soul. God’s deepest desire is to 


marry us. “Your Creator shall become your husband.” How could our 
imagery about that relationship be sexless? God is our Father and our 
husband, rather than our mother or our wife. 

God is also our Father rather than our grandfather. Never once does 
Scripture call God our grandfather. “God has no grandsons”; we inherit his 
life not through our parents but directly from him. And his love is that of a 
father, not a grandfather: demanding and intense and intimate. A student 
said to me the other day, “I cannot buy the God of the Bible. I prefer a God 
I can feel more comfortable with.” There are some bits of foolishness that 
are so appalling they make me speechless. I should have remembered what 
C. S. Lewis said: 


What would really satisfy us would be a God who said of anything we happened to like doing, 
“What does it matter so long as they are contented?” We want, in fact, not so much a Father in 
heaven as a grandfather in heaven—a senile benevolence who, as they say, “liked to see the 
young people enjoying themselves” and whose plan for the universe was simply that it might 
be truly said at the end of each day “a good time was had by all.” 


The most often-heard wisdom in our day is: “Have a nice day.” The least 
often-heard wisdom in our day is: “Be ye perfect, even as your Father in 
heaven is perfect.” We can freely choose between these two destinies. 
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Hallowing God’s Name 


As far as I can tell, the average catechism class makes little or no 
impression on kids. But one day my daughter came home from catechism 
(she was about seven or eight) with a real insight. With a twinkle, she 
greeted me with “Hello, my father on earth.” She had learned the wonderful 
fact that we adults usually forget or forget the wonder of: that we each have 
two fathers, one for each of our homes, one temporary, one permanent. 


In 


What does it mean to call God “Our Father in Heaven”? Is God in some 
place? Where is heaven? It doesn’t appear on any map. God is not 
contained in any place because he is infinite. He is not even contained in all 
places, like air or light or space. He is not contained in anything, least of all 
space. He contains everything, but not spatially. He contains everything 
spiritually by knowing it and loving it. So you can’t get to heaven by rocket 
ship. 

Is heaven then only a state of mind? No, for then heaven would be 
contained not in space but in your mind. Heaven is not a mere idea, 
concept, thought, belief, or feeling. It is as real as earth, more real than 
earth, in fact. It is objectively real, independent of our minds. What’s out 
there is not just atoms and molecules, you know, If you think that, you’re a 
materialist. God, angels, and other human minds are objectively real, not 
just in your mind. But they’re not made of matter. 

So where is heaven? Not somewhere (in space) and not nowhere (only 
subjective), but (like God) everywhere. Heaven is where God is, and God is 
everywhere, so heaven must be everywhere. 

Why don’t we see it then? My answer is a guess and subject to correction 
by wiser theologians, but I suspect it is for the same reason an unborn baby 
doesn’t see the world yet. To the baby, the world seems to be outside the 
womb and after birth, but actually the baby is already in the world by being 
in the womb, which is part of the world. I suspect that after we die and look 
back at our earthly lives from the vantage point of heaven, we will feel a bit 


like a baby who has just been born: “I was always here, in this larger world; 
I just didn’t see it when I was in that little dark womb.” Perhaps that’s one 
reason why heaven will feel like home, not like a strange, far country. 

So heaven is not in this world, but this world is in heaven, for all who 
end up there. Emily in Thornton Wilder’s Our Town realized something like 
this when she signed her schoolbooks with this address: 


Grovers Corners 
New Hampshire 
United States 
Western Hemisphere 
Planet Earth 

Solar System 

Milky Way Galaxy 
Universe 

Mind of God 


“Heaven” 


Heaven is like God in that we can be much clearer about what it is not than 
about what it is. But what is it? It is God’s mode of existence, God’s 
metaphysical place. God’s revelation does not tell as much that the 
philosopher would want to know about heaven because revelation is 
addressed not to our intellectual curiosity but to our hearts and lives. It tells 
us how to get there. There’s time enough once we are there to understand. 
One thing we are told is that heaven is our home. To be with God in heaven 
is our destiny. Jesus is even now preparing for us our apartment, our 
“mansion”, or “room” in heaven, a different one for each of us (Jn 14:1-6; 
Rev 8:17). 

Heaven is the answer to the most practical question of all, Quo vadis? 
Where are you going? The answer to that question makes a total difference 
here and now because my destination changes the meaning of every step I 
take. Pascal says, “All our actions and thoughts must follow such different 
paths according to whether there is hope of eternal blessings or not that the 
only possible way of acting with sense and judgment is to decide our course 
in the light of this, our ultimate objective.” It’s not escapism but realism to 
think about heaven. Life is one long slide down the slippery slope of time 


into the abyss of nothingness—or is it into the soft, strong, everlasting 
arms? What fool dares to say it makes no difference? 

God is in heaven. What difference does that make? 

1. We are not pagans; our God is transcendent, the Creator, not part of the 
cosmos. We adore him, we worship him. We cannot worship an equal, a 
chum, a big brother, a team leader, a chairman of the board. The 
fundamental impetus of Modernism and Humanism is to deny 
transcendence, to flatten out God, to democratize reality, to expect a 
cocktail party or a committee meeting with God rather than ever to say, 
with the prophet, “I fell at his feet as one dead.” 

2. God’s transcendence allows humility as well as awe. Heaven is the 
exorcism of arrogance. The sign over heaven’s gate reads, “Only one know- 
it-all lives here.” 

3. Ecclesiastes says: “God is in heaven and you are on earth, therefore let 
your words be few.” Awe is not chatty. Worship’s words are words of power 
and depth because they emerge from the silence, not just from other words. 
Jesus was a man of few words. His prayers were short, his parables were 
short, his sermons were short, his answers were short, his commands were 
short. Mother Teresa said about some theologians: “They talk too much. 
Pick up a broom and help someone sweep the room; that says enough.” 


“Hallowed” 


What do we pray when we pray that God’s name be hallowed? This is an 
old English word, and we have forgotten much of its meaning, both in our 
minds and in our lives. The word has disappeared from our language 
because the reality has disappeared from our lives. Let us try to help 
rehabilitate the reality by rehabilitating the word. 

It means “made holy”; and holy means set apart, sacred, special, superior, 
worthy of bowing down to. We modern egalitarians find it hard to bow. We 
have no earthly training for the necessary entrance to heaven. Only little 
children enter; heaven’s gate is low, and those who refuse to come in on 
their knees will not come in at all. I hope we will not be shocked or 
disappointed to find that heaven is an absolute monarchy, not a democracy. 

Our response to the holiness of God is adoration. Adoration is a 
psychological necessity. Modern man is bored, depressed, neurotic, and 


suicidal because he does not worship. Worship and adoration are the purest 
self-forgetfulness. Self-forgetfulness is the purest ecstasy, in the double 
sense of standing outside yourself (the literal meaning of the Greek ek- 
stasis) and joy, of a quality different in kind, not just degree, from pleasure, 
contentment, or even happiness. 

Here is a piece of divine psychiatry that we never hear from our secular 
psychiatric establishment: “Turn your back on your problems! Turn your 
face to me. Let my light shine into your darkness rather than standing in 
your own light and making shadows.” Even a small moon can eclipse the 
great sun because it is so close to the earth. Even a little problem can 
distract us from God because it is so close, so ours, so subjective. We need 
to “get away from it all”—not from earth or others or circumstances, but 
from ourselves. “Hallowed be thy name”—worship, adoration—does that. 
Our problems come from ourselves, not from others or circumstances. 
Attempted suicides who have a near-death experience often say they 
learned this dazzling lesson: whichever way you turn, you always have your 
own rump behind you. 

Our faces need not always have ingrown eyeballs. The solution to every 
great problem, even horrible ones like Job’s, is to stand face to face with 
God. Once Job saw God, all his agonizing questions died away, and he got 
something far better than answers: the Answerer. 

In adoring God we all become mystics. There is a difference only in 
degree, not in kind, between the simplest act of self-forgetful worship and 
the greatest mystic’s greatest flight from self to God. The tiny spark of joy 
that every act of adoration ignites in our soul is a spark from the very same 
fire that consumed the greatest saints and will consume us in heaven, when 
we “enter into the joy of thy Lord” as into the infinite and eternal fire of 
absolute reality. 


“Be” 


We must will adoration. We must long for God’s name to be hallowed. We 
must have a passion for praise. This passion is one of God’s most precious 
graces and one we should pray for much more than we do. (When was the 
last time you asked God for this one?) For it is a grace. As Augustine says 
right at the beginning of his incomparable Confessions: “Thou dost so 


excite him that to praise thee is his joy, for thou hast made us for thyself, 
and our hearts are restless till they rest in thee.” 

If we have a passion to praise our earthly beloved or even our favorite 
baseball or football team or even our favorite movie star or rock star, why 
do we think it square or hokey to get excited about God? if we give three 
cheers to toast a friend, why won’t we give even one cheer for God? Talk 
about repression! 

Joseph Grigg wrote about this repression: 


Jesus, and shall it ever be, 
A mortal man ashamed of thee? 
Ashamed of thee, whom angels praise, 


Whose glories shine through endless days? 


Ashamed of Jesus! that dear friend 

On whom my hopes of heaven depend! 
No, when I blush, be this my shame, 
That I no more revere his name. 
Ashamed of Jesus! Empty pride! 

I’ll boast a Savior crucified, 

And, oh, may this my portion be, 


My Savior not ashamed of me. 


Jesus had even stronger words: “Whoever is ashamed of me and of my 
words in this adulterous and sinful generation, of him will the Son of Man 
also be ashamed when he comes in the glory of his Father with the holy 
angels” (Mk 8:38). 

I think most of us are not ashamed of Jesus but of ourselves, of the 
shoddiness of our praise, at the utter inadequacy of our words and our lives, 
rather as we are ashamed of shoddy religious art. But isn’t even shoddy 
praise better than none? If we are silenced from praising him, Jesus says, 
the very rocks will do it for us (Lk 19:40). The only place there is no praise 
is in hell. 

The motive for our praise and adoration must be objective, not 
subjective: because God deserves it, not because we feel like it. We worship 
not to play a good little psychological trick on ourselves but to make an 
honest response to reality, to God’s real praiseworthiness. Paradoxically, 


when we forget ourselves and do this, only then do we find joy. We find 
ourselves only by losing ourselves. That is why God commands us to 
worship him: for our sakes, not for his, as if he needed our worship. But our 
motive must be his sake, not ours. Thus the two of us exchange places, so to 
speak: he for us, not for himself; we for him, not for ourselves. Thus we 
share in the deep secret of the very life of the Trinity and its joy. “He who 
loses himself shall find it; he who finds himself shall lose it.” 


(79 Thy” 


As we have just seen, true worship must be God-centered, not self-centered. 
“Not my name but Thine be praised.” “Not my will but thine be done.” We 
find fulfillment only when we forget about finding fulfillment. We stand tall 
only when we bow. 

We must begin with God, not self or even others because that is the way 
reality is ordered. God is first, and to treat him as second, to treat the 
Absolute End as a means to any other end at all—self-fulfillment or the 
needs of the world or any other high and valid end—is to have a false God, 
an idol. And all idols break. You can’t even fool Mother Nature much less 
Father God. 

The first and greatest commandment is to love God with your whole 
heart. The second is to love your neighbor as your self. The third is taken 
for granted: love yourself. This is the secret of joy: J-O-Y, Jesus first, 
Others second, Yourself third. 

Because we must begin with God, we must begin with praise. Praise is 
the light that makes the rest of any prayer true. Any thanksgiving, 
confession, intercession, or petition that is not in that context is false, for it 
is not God-centered. If we are God-centered, we will inevitably praise 
because no one can stand in the presence of God—the real God, as distinct 
from a comfortable concept or feeling of our own—and not praise. If 
wonder and awe are not our inescapable reactions, then what we are 
reacting to is not God. 

The greatest prayer book, the Psalms, is primarily a book of praises. The 
greatest Christian classics, like Augustine’s Confessions and Pascal’s 
Pensées, however deeply they dip into human darkness, begin and end with 
praise. Literally—look at the first and last sentences. The Bible itself, most 


realistic of books because it follows the order of reality itself, begins with 
creation praising God and ends with the new creation doing the same, with 
an invitation to us to join the music. All of history is a pause between those 
two notes of praise. 

It is not only realistic but practical to be God-centered and praise- 
centered, for praising God, saying “hallowed be thy name”, is what we will 
be doing for eternity. It’s practical to get practice in now. 

Praise is an acquired taste, a habit, a second nature. Our fallen nature 
does not want to put God first. That’s why it’s very difficult for us to pray 
this petition: it’s contrary to our nature. The clearest proof of original sin, of 
our fallenness and abnormality, is the difficulty we experience in self- 
forgetful adoration of God. Adoration is like a glass mountain to us: when 
we try to climb it, we slide back down to habitual self-consciousness. God 
could not have made us this way, with such an anti-God gravity. 

It takes repeated effort to adore God, even though this is our supreme joy. 
It is a measure of the insanity of our sinfulness that even when we know 
with certainty, by both faith and experience, that self-regard does not bring 
joy and that self-forgetful adoration of God does—in fact, that it brings a 
joy incomparably greater than any other we can ever experience—we still 
run away from it, from prayer, as if it were a deadly plague, sniffing out the 
tiniest excuses as if they were truffles. We have a formidable enemy within 
to overcome. Life is a school. God has to educate us a long, long way 
between here and heaven. We must be ready for some shattering changes. 


“Name” 


Hallowed means made holy; but we do not make God holy. God is holy. We 
only recognize and conform to the objective fact of his holiness. But we do 
make his name, his reputation, his being known on earth holy. Or unholy. 
Saints make God’s name holy. The unanswerable argument for Christianity 
is saints. 

Unfortunately, as G. K. Chesterton says, it is also true that “there is only 
one unanswerable argument against Christianity: Christians.” Asked to 
write a letter to the London Times on “What’s Wrong with the World”, 
Chesterton wrote the world’s shortest letter: 


Dear Sirs: 


Iam. 
Yours truly, 
G. K. Chesterton 


We make God’s name holy or unholy. We are God’s advertisements. God is 
not dependent on us, but other people are dependent on us for their 
knowledge of God. They cannot see God, but they can see us. They cannot 
see our faith except through our works, our lives, our love, and our joy. The 
world’s most effective advertisement against God is joyless Christians. 


Praying this petition and meaning it is turning our mirrors to the light. We 
can do nothing to darken the light that is God, but we can turn away and put 
ourselves and others in the dark. When we turn our faces to God, when we 
think more about God than about ourselves, we become mirrors to his light, 
as Jesus is. When we turn our backs to God, we run into our own shadow. 
When we pray this petition, we stand at one corner of a triangle, related 
to God and others. We ask God’s name be hallowed for God’s sake because 
he deserves it; but God commands it for our sake because we need to 
worship; and for others’ sakes because they need to see God through us for 
their sakes, so that they can praise too. This is the priesthood of all 
believers. This is our “weight of glory”, about which C. S. Lewis says: 


It is a serious thing to live in a society of possible gods and goddesses, to remember that the 
dullest and most uninteresting person you can talk to may one day be a creature which, if you 
saw it now, you would be strongly tempted to worship, or else a horror and a corruption such 
as you now meet, if at all, only in a nightmare. All day long we are, in some degree, helping 
each other to one or the other of these destinations. . . . There are no ordinary people. You 
have never talked to a mere mortal. Nations, cultures, arts, civilisations—these are mortal, and 
their life is to ours as the life of a gnat. But it is immortals whom we joke with, work with, 
marry, snub, and exploit—immortal horrors or everlasting splendours. 
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God’s Kingdom Coming 


(T3 Thy” 


There are only two kinds of people in this world, says C. S. Lewis: those 
who say to God, “Thy will be done”, and those to whom God says, in the 
end, “Thy will be done.” Every person who has ever lived has had one and 
only one absolute choice, one fundamental option: “thy kingdom come” or 
“my kingdom come.” We are here to do someone’s work, to establish 
someone’s kingdom, someone’s lordship; the only question is: ours or his? 

God is terrifyingly fair: He gives all of us what we want. If we want 
ourselves and our kingdom, not him and his, then that is exactly what we 
will get. And that is the definition of hell. But if we want him and his 
kingdom, then that is what we will get. And his kingdom is heaven. “All 
who seek find”—that’s his solemn promise or threat and our infinitely 
serious choice. 


“Kingdom” 


God is King. That fact is not changed by proud individuals playing king of 
the mountain with God or by egalitarians resenting the fact that the 
structure of spiritual reality is not democratic. But populists can take heart: 
his kingdom is people. We are his kingdom. And this king is no remote and 
egotistical tyrant, but a Father who created and re-created us, a Son who 
loved us to death, and a Spirit who lovingly longs to live within us in utter 
intimacy. 

His kingdom is first of all in our hearts, our souls, our spirits. Secondly it 
is in our lives and works; they are its colonies. But first things first: the 
colonies depend on the homeland. “What must we do to do the works of 
God?” Jesus was asked, and he replied, “This is the work of God: that you 
believe in the one whom he has sent.” We make “thy kingdom come” first 
by faith, then by works. 

The reason for this priority is simple: God is love, and a lover wants 
above all not just a certain kind of work but a certain kind of person. A 


machine could do the work. Our works are important above all in God’s 
eyes for their rebound effect on the worker: the works of love construct 
God’s kingdom in the heart of the lover first of all and only then in the 
world outside. 

I remember vividly the liberating sense of exultation I felt upon first 
encountering that simple insight. (It was in C. S. Lewis’ Mere Christianity.) 
It frees us from the slavery of legalism but not into the worse slavery of 
relativism. It is more demanding, not less, to think of God’s kingdom as 
persons than as deeds. The Pharisees were really the lax, the minimalists, 
the less demanding ones. They demanded only exact deeds. Jesus 
demanded personal perfection: “You must be perfect, even as your Father in 
heaven is perfect.” Lovers are perfectionists because lovers believe in crazy 
things. Lovers are also blissfully happy with far less than perfection. A 
father’s love is “easy to please but hard to satisfy” (George Macdonald). 


“Come” 


We must pray for God’s kingdom to come because we are in time, in 
history, in “his story”. We are his kingdom, which comes to be in time; God 
does not grow. Process theology is simply silly: it confuses the Creator’s 
eternity with the creature’s growth. God is the home port; we are the ship on 
the stormy sea. Our lives enact the fundamental plot of all stories: 
homecoming. (That’s why E. T. is the world’s most successful movie: that 
heartbreaking, magic word home.) The coming of God’s kingdom to us is 
our homecoming to him. We must long for this coming as the lost ship 
longs for its home port, as the deer longs for springs of water. The early 
Christians had this longing for the Parousia, the completion of the story, the 
Second Coming. But today, small fringe groups of fundamentalists seem to 
be almost the only contemporary Christians who have this passion. We 
forget Christ’s imperative to pray the imperative verb come. 

We must revive this lost virtue of hope. Our lives and our faith are dreary 
and dull when it is lacking. Where the early Christians saw gold and glory 
when they peered into the future, we see only a gray mist. Freud was right: 
every life has two absolute needs—love and work. Loving and working for 
the greatest thing that can ever happen on this earth, God’s kingdom, fulfills 
both needs more perfectly than anything else in this life ever can. 


(79 Thy” 


But there is an obstacle to “thy kingdom come”, and it is “my kingdom 
come”. For instance, it is absurdly hard to begin to pray, to put aside our 
many things and turn to the one thing necessary. That turning must be done 
again and again. It is the easiest thing in the world to understand and the 
hardest thing in the world to do, this simple turning of our attention and our 
will to God, saying “thy will be done” and meaning it with all our heart. But 
it absolutely must be done. It is what we were made for, and Love will not 
settle for anything less. There are no side roads or shortcuts up this 
mountain. 

I remember the first time I ever realized this simplicity. I was about seven 
or eight, I think, and very confused by the many mysterious and threatening 
things I had associated with my religion. By a gift of grace, I suddenly 
realized that it all came down to one simple thing, and I asked my father, 
“Dad, all those things we have to remember, all those things God wants us 
to do, they’re only one thing, aren’t they?” “What do you mean?” “I mean 
we only have to think about one thing, don’t we?” “What’s that?” “To think 
What does God want me to do now? and then do it.” “Why, yes, that’s it all 
right.” Life is so simple that only a child can understand it. 


“will” 


My simplicity, my oneness, my center, my I is in my will. It is not in my 
mind, as Greek philosophy thought, nor my reelings, as modern psychology 
supposes, nor my will power, but my will. But sin means that my will is 
divided from itself as well as from God. How can my divided will be made 
one? How can I become truly myself? By this petition: “Thy will be done.” 
I can become one by being united to God, who alone is perfectly one and 
the source of my oneness. “Thy will be done” unites me to myself by 
uniting me to him. It gathers the scattered pieces of my being, like the 
pieces of a broken mirror, and allows it once again to reflect the divine light 
that it was created to reflect, the glory of God. Kierkegaard said, “Purity of 
heart is to will one thing”; and Jesus said, “Blessed are the pure of heart, for 
they shall see God.” Their mirror, their will, now one, reflects the light of 
the One. 


The God of popular religion is a mind but not a will; an “it” rather than a 
“he”. This is “nature’s God” or “the force” of Star Wars. The Bible knows 
nothing of such a God. Its God wills the world into being, wills the law, 
wills his own death for our life, and wills our heart’s response, longs for our 
free love. Such a passionately demanding God is not nearly as comfortable 
as the “force” we can turn on or off like an electric light bulb. 

To will God’s will is not a matter of will power but of will, not trying to 
do it but doing it. Scripture hardly ever uses the word try but very often 
uses the word trust. Willing is choosing, committing, saying Yes. The thing 
is so simple and fundamental that there is no perfect word in the language 
for it except yes. It is like the answer to a marriage proposal. It is the answer 
to a marriage proposal. 


“Be ” 


We are to pray that God’s will be done. But isn’t God’s will always done? 
Yes, but in two different ways, just as there are two different ways to obey 
the law of gravity. You obey it in one way by walking or even by flying; in 
another way by falling off a cliff. Earth is like walking, heaven like flying, 
hell like falling. And we can walk either to the airport to fly or to the cliff to 
fall. God’s will is not frustrated, but ours can be. Goodness, the object of 
God’s will, is always done in the long run, but it matters whether it is done 
in the best way or the worst way, by our salvation or our damnation, by 
fulfilling the greater good of love or by fulfilling the lesser good of justice. 
“God is not willing that any should perish, but that all should come to 
repentance” (2 Pet 3:9). But he has left this thing he wills most of all, our 
eternal salvation, to our free choice. The “be” in “thy will be done” is to be 
not only prayed and willed but also achieved (precisely in the act of willing 
it) by us. The fulfillment of God’s own will is put into our hands! God has 
given us the incredible responsibility of being co-causes with him of our 
own true selves in this world and of our eternal destiny in the next. 
Kierkegaard says that this fact, the fact of our free will, “is the cross that 
philosophy could not carry but was left hanging from”. What a paradox it is 
—that it is up to us whether Omnipotence’s will will be done! But that is 
what freedom means. There is one thing that even Omnipotence cannot give 
to himself: our own free choice to love him. Our amen is a sacramental 


word, a word of power, a word that operates. Our prayer is not a mere 
thought or wish but an act, like a sacrament. 

In fact, the whole Lord’s Prayer is sacramental. Each petition, if honestly 
meant, effects what it signifies. When we say and mean “our Father”, that 
ratifies our sonship. (Saint Paul says that no one can call God Father except 
by the power of the Holy Spirit.) When we pray “hallowed be thy name”, 
we are by that act actually hallowing it. When we pray “thy kingdom 
come”, that makes it come, for the kingdom is first of all in the praying 
heart. When we pray “thy will be done”, the very desire is its own 
fulfillment, for that is his will: that we pray and mean “thy will be done”. 
When we pray “give us this day our daily bread”, we are already receiving 
our daily bread, our primary need, which is prayer, and truth—the truth that 
all good comes from God. When we pray “forgive us our trespasses as we 
forgive those who trespass against us”, we are forgiving others, for if we are 
not, then we are asking God for our own damnation. 

The Lord’s Prayer is not a sacrament in the strict sense, for its grace does 
not work ex opere operate, from the outside in, so to speak. Nevertheless it 
is a real sacramental, perhaps the most powerful of all sacramentals. Great 
graces are given through it, though from the inside out, dependent on our 
own hearts. The more we put into it, the more we get out of it. It is a 
spiritual investment. It pays higher rates of interest the more we invest in it. 
It is like the offering of the Mass: the more we identify ourselves with 
Christ the victim, the more we are identified with his victory. The more of 
ourselves we put on the altar with him, the more of ourselves we find 
resurrected and transubstantiated into him. 


“Done” 


But why do we petition God for his kingdom to come and his will to be 
done? Do we make it happen, or does he? Who does the deed we pray to be 
done? Does God come to us or do we come to him? The answer is that we 
must both meet, freely, like lovers. He has come an infinite distance, from 
heaven to earth, to meet us; and he has brought us an infinite distance to 
meet him, from nonbeing to being by creation and from spiritual death to 
spiritual life by salvation. Now we must ratify this salvation; we must take 


one more step into his arms. It is really up to us, that last step. Though we 
can’t do it without him, he won’t do it without us. 

The petition “thy will be done” is the primary one, for it is the first and 
greatest commandment, to love the Lord God with our whole heart and soul 
and mind and strength. It is Saint Ignatius’ prayer, “Take, O Lord, all my 
liberty. Take my memory, my understanding, and my entire will.” When we 
give our will to God, he gives it back to us; when we yield our freedom to 
him, we become truly free; when we die to ourselves, we become for the 
first time truly ourselves. That is the whole reason we have the gift of 
freedom: to freely give it back to the Giver and thus receive it again, the 
more to give back, and the more to receive, forever, in the endless 
exchanges of love. 

When we say “thy kingdom come” and “thy will be done”, is this active 
or passive? Does his kingdom come by our working in the world or by our 
submission to him? It must be both, for activity in the world that is not 
submitted to God’s will is our kingdom, not his; and submission to a God 
who does not send us out to the world, to our neighbor, is not submission to 
the God of Jesus Christ but to a figment of our own imagination. When we 
say Yes to God, he says Yes through our lives. He comes in one end of us 
and out the other: in by faith and out by the works of love, in by 
contemplation and out by action. Christianity perfectly integrates the two 
halves of our personality, the receptive and the active, anima and animus, 
yin and yang. 


“On Earth as It Is in Heaven” 


When we pray “on earth as in heaven”, we realize the relevance of heaven. 
It is the model for this earth. Nothing could be more relevant, less escapist, 
than heaven. When God’s will is done perfectly on earth as it is in heaven, 
then earth will become heaven, for heaven is essentially that: where God’s 
will is perfectly done. All the Utopian dreamers in history are profoundly 
right: this earth can and should and must and will become heaven. And they 
are also profoundly wrong: there is no other way to that goal than through 
the willing of God’s will. The only way to Utopia is death, the only way to 
yea-saying God’s will is nay-saying self-will. God and his kingdom cannot 
be added to our lives and our earth like a second layer to a cake. He 


transforms and takes possession of it all. He is God, after all, not a means to 
our Utopian dreams or a convenient symbol of them. 

What we pray for in these petitions is the most beautiful, noble, joyful, 
wonderful, glorious, and desirable thing in the world—in fact, more 
desirable than the whole world—heaven, heaven on earth. Revelation 
reveals what this kingdom is: a golden, bejeweled city coming down out of 
heaven like a breathtakingly beautiful bride adorned for her adoring 
husband. 

Alas, you say, we do not see this glory yet. Oh, but we do. In fact, there is 
a thing we can see right here and now, though not with the eyes of the body, 
that is even more glorious than this symbol: the reality it symbolizes—a 
human soul willing God’s will. The most beautiful thing in all creation is 
the soul of a saint. 

This kingdom is indestructible. The power of death and the gates of hell 
cannot prevail against it. No earthly king can take his kingdom with him 
when he dies. Alexander the Great directed that he be buried with his empty 
hand hanging out of bis coffin, as an object lesson to the world that the man 
who had conquered the world and wept because there were no more worlds 
to conquer left this world as he entered it, naked. 


Only one life, ’twill soon be past. 
Only what’s done for Christ will last. 
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Our Daily Bread 


The structure of the Lord’s Prayer and the structure of the Ten 
Commandments are similar because both follow the same model; the 
structure of reality, the real human situation in relation to God. Both are 
concerned with love above all because love is above all. Both are divided 
into two parts because we need to know two basic parts of love: love of 
God and love of neighbor. God asks Saint Augustine, “What do you want to 
know?” and Augustine replies, “Only two things: you and myself”. 
“Nothing more?” “Nothing more.” 

The first three commandments are about loving God, the next seven 
about loving neighbor. The Lord’s Prayer is also about loving God and 
neighbor. The first three petitions are the love of God expressed as 
adoration, worship, and praise. The second three petitions are the love of 
neighbor expressed as petitions for our neighbor’s needs. 

Our neighbors include ourselves. We are our own first neighbor. That’s 
why Jesus commands us to love our neighbors as ourselves. Implied in 
“love your neighbor as yourself” is “love yourself as your neighbor.” 

Furthermore, the pronouns in the Lord’s Prayer are plural, not singular. 
For instance, we are to pray, “Give us this day our daily bread” not “Give 
me this day my daily bread.” Intercessory prayer for our neighbors has no 
separate petition in the Lord’s Prayer because all three petitions of the last 
half of the prayer are equally for neighbor and for self. 

We are now ready to move into the second half of the Lord’s Prayer, from 
praise to petition. These are the two main purposes of prayer, though praise 
is usually subdivided into adoration, thanksgiving, and confession, and 
petition into petition for self and intercession for others, thus giving five 
purposes of prayer. 

The word pray in our language often means simply petition, asking, with 
an implied “please”. In fact, in older English the word pray often meant 
exactly the same as please, as in “pray come dine with me.” Please was one 
of the first words we learned as a child. We learned that it was a kind of 
magic word. Remember your parents saying, “What’s the magic word?” 
when you asked for something without saying “please”? It was indeed a 
magic word; i.e., it made a real difference; it was a word not just of 


meaning but of power. There really are magic words, you know, like “I love 
you” and “I hate you” (black magic) and sometimes “I give up” (especially 
when spoken to God). 

But “please” is not magic in a technological sense; it is not automatic and 
mechanical. It communicates a felt need to a free person, and machines 
have neither feelings nor freedom. In this word please, i.e., in petition, is 
implied the three great mysteries of human free will, human 
interdependence, and human charity. “Please pass the mustard” is deeper 
philosophy than 99 out of 100 books of the philosophers. Jesus surely had 
these three mysteries in mind when he told us to ask our heavenly Father 
for our daily bread, our daily needs, for (1) God is a free person, no less 
free, surely, than our earthly fathers; and (2) we depend on him no less than 
on our earthly fathers for our very being; and (3) he is no less charitable, in 
fact he is charity itself. 

But we must ask. “Ask and you shall receive; seek and you shall find, for 
all who ask, receive, all who seek, find.” It is implied that if we do not ask, 
we will not receive. God often withholds good things from us until we ask 
for them, even things we need badly. Why? Why would Infinite Love do 
this? For only one reason: because he sees that we need prayer even more 
than we need the thing prayed for. 

Think: Why did God institute prayer in the first place? Why didn’t he 
simply supply us with all our needs without waiting to be asked? For the 
Same reason an earthly father doesn’t: to give us the gift of freedom, of 
being co-causes of our own fulfillment. “God instituted prayer”, says 
Pascal, “to communicate to his creatures the dignity of causality.” “Give a 
man a fish and you feed him for a day; teach a man to fish and you feed him 
for a lifetime.” 

Why don’t we always get what we ask for? We do! All seekers find. That 
is his promise, and he is no liar. But what our heart most deeply seeks is not 
always what our tongue speaks or even what our mind knows. God grants 
every petition that comes from the heart, i.e., from the real I. He does it in 
his time and in his way. Sometimes he does not grant it until heaven. 
Sometimes he grants it the hard way rather than the easy way. But “God’s 
way is the best way, though we may not see.” This sounds like easy piety. It 
is piety (anything wrong with piety?), but it is not easy. Faith is not a 
security blanket; it is a leap, a life, a stormy marriage. Ask Job. 


Sometimes we feel that this is the only part of the Lord’s Prayer that we 
want to pray: when we feel so full of needs that we seem like baby robins 
with our mouths wide open waiting for momma robin to fill us with longed- 
for, fat, juicy worms. We then don’t feel like praising, only petitioning. God 
is our momma robin, and we are hungry, and he does have food, and we 
should open our mouths and wait on him. “Open your mouth and I will fill 
it”, he says. But we also need to praise, even when we don’t feel like it, as 
Job did when he responded to his tragedies: “The Lord has given, the Lord 
has taken way. Blessed be the name of the Lord.” Such praise is worth 
infinitely more than the praise that comes easily, comes from our feelings. 
Feeling is a beautiful follower, but a bad leader. 

At other times we feel so content just to be with God that we want 
nothing more. We want only to adore, not to petition—like Job at the end, 
still on his dung heap but satisfied even before his fortunes were restored 
simply because of God’s presence: “I had heard of you with the hearing of 
the ear, but now my eye sees you.” When we feel like that, we want nothing 
more. But we need to petition then too, just as we need to praise when we 
feel only like petitioning, for praise and petition are two of our unchanging 
needs. That is why Jesus commands us to pray both at all times. When we 
feel like gods, we are still animals, with animal needs. 

When we feel like baby robins, we are still sons and daughters of God, 
children of praise. 

Whether we feel empty or full, we are to pray “give us this day our daily 
bread” and mean it, for prayer is not dependent on our feelings. I do not say 
merely that prayer should not be dependent on our feelings but that it isn’t. 
Prayer has a certain nature of its own, whether we feel it does or not. It is 
not primarily an expression of our feelings, an externalization of what is in 
us, “getting it out”, as we are constantly told by most psychologists and 
even by spiritual writers who listen to the prophets of our age more than to 
the prophets of God. No, prayer is not a little thing coming out of a bigger 
thing, an act of feeling / expression coming out of the self; rather, it is a 
little thing (ourselves) entering into a bigger thing. Prayer does not issue 
forth from us; we issue forth into it. It is like love: it’s bigger than both of 
us. That’s why we are in love, not love in us. Prayer is like an elephant that 
we ride. It is bigger than we are. When we pray, we put on kingly and 
queenly robes and become bigger ourselves. “We are never so tall as when 


we kneel.” Prayer is our royal robes, and the most kingly robe of all is the 
one given to us by Christ the king. 

Context can change everything. A human eye in a human body is quite 
different from the same eye in a test tube. “Fire!” means something quite 
different on a rifle range, a burning building, and Moses’ burning bush. The 
context of adoration changes the meaning of petition in the Lord’s Prayer. 
Adoration has to come first. Only after we get to know God, by adoration, 
can we know what to ask for and how to ask, for God cannot be a means for 
us to use to the end of getting what we want. That’s the child’s concept of 
prayer. We must turn that inside out, and realize that what we should ask for 
and how we should ask must depend on God, whom we know by adoration. 

Let’s be more specific about the difference adoration makes to petition. 
There are three possible attitudes in asking; adoration eliminates the first 
two and comes down squarely in the third. The three attitudes are 
demanding, cajoling, and trusting. We meet the demanding attitude in some 
loud and pushy preachers who scream at us to “claim the promises” or to 
“claim our inheritance” of total deliverance in this life from poverty, pain, 
and sickness—as if God had promised us a rose garden without thorns, and 
as if all the saints and martyrs had tailed to claim their inheritance since 
they all suffered; they all received from God frequent “no” answers to their 
petitions. 

We meet the cajoling attitude in the worried, hand-wringing fusser and 
complainer. If Jesus spoke Scots, he’d say to them simply, “Dinna fash 
yourself.” The unctuously humble Uriah Heep and the brashly arrogant 
Elmer Gantry types are alike beneath their differences, for they are both 
self-centered rather than God-centered. That’s why both froth at the mouth 
a lot. They have not learned first to adore, to “be still and know that I am 
God.” They both say, in effect, “No, God, you be still and know that I am 
me.” 

If we know God, we will trust him. Our petition must be surrounded by 
trust. What does this mean, specifically? It means (1) honestly confronting 
and acknowledging our needs, both material and spiritual, just as our 
psychologists tell us to do—hiding from unpleasant truth comes from a lack 
of trust—but then (2) placing all these needs in his hands and leaving them 
there, turning our attention away from our problems, back to him. This is 
not as hard to do as we think it is, if only we have begun by adoring him, 
because if we begin by adoring him, we will not want to turn away for very 


long from the sunbeam of his face to the dust motes of our problems. We 
will want to face him and let him shine his light on our darkness rather than 
facing our own shadow with our back to his light. 

A farmer was carrying a donkey to market on his back. A neighbor with a 
horse and cart saw him and said, “Come up onto my cart. You’!l break your 
back if you carry that donkey all the way to market.” The farmer accepted 
the offer, but when they reached the market, his back was broken anyway: 
he had come aboard the cart but had not put down the donkey! If we have a 
donkey (or a monkey) on our back, the Lord offers to take it away, not just 
to give us the additional burden of advice we can’t follow. He gives us more 
than advice. He gives us power. “The kingdom of God is not in words but in 
power”, says Saint Paul. Giving him our worries is like giving him our sins: 
he really takes them away. We may still have troubles; he promised us that: 
“In this world you shall have tribulation.” But he also added, “Be of good 
cheer: I have overcome the world.” He is the living water in which we wash 
our hands; the dirt is really washed away. 

There is a solid basis for such total trust: God has become our Father. We 
have been born again into his family. Now, then, Christ tells us, quite 
reasonably, if we ask our Father for bread, will he give us a stone? Not even 
our earthly father would do that. Does God love us less? Or has he less 
power to give us what we need than our earthly fathers do? Or less wisdom 
to know what we really do need? Put these three nonnegotiable dogmas of 
divine love, divine power, and divine wisdom together with the fact that this 
God is now our Father, and you get the most simple, reasonable, 
nonsentimental basis for total trust that can be. 

So our prayer “give us this day our daily bread” is to be uttered in the 
utter certainty that it will be answered. Otherwise, Christ is a liar. For he 
promised to answer every prayer we ask in his name, and his own prayer is 
certainly in his name! When we do not get what we ask for, our only 
choices are to believe (1) that we know better than God, and that God is 
withholding from us what we really need, or (2) that God knows better than 
we do, and we are mistaken about what we really need. Perhaps in the light 
of eternity we appear to be little more than overgrown infants pouting, “I 
want what I want when I want it.” This sounds cruel: Is it only infantile 
pouting to weep and wonder, “God, why did you do this to me?” after 
suffering a bereavement or the wreck of a relationship? Not from a human 
point of view; it is natural. But from the viewpoint of eternity, I suspect that 


we will look back on such agonized questions and see them as the 
inarticulate cry of a newborn baby. 

Is that all our wisdom amounts to? Yes indeed, according to our wisest 
men. The greatest theologian of all time declared his own masterpiece, the 
Summa Theologica, only straw. When we hear a philosopher or theologian 
saying that we are “man come of age”, we can be sure we are hearing a 
modern Pharisee, an infant pretending to a grownup, praying, “Lord, I thank 
thee that I am not like other men, or even like this humble theologian 
Aquinas. I am mature. I am a well-adjusted member of this world.” We 
know what the Lord said about such people. How dare we think we 
creatures of a day know what we really need better than the eternal wisdom 
that designed all worlds? How dare we self-centered sinners think we love 
ourselves more than infinite self-abandoning Love loves us? One of us is 
the fool, ourselves or God. Would we really rather it be God? What hope 
would we have then? 

We are to pray only for today’s bread, for, Jesus tells us, “today’s worries 
are quite enough for today.” Jesus lived in the present, and we are to do the 
same. Otherwise, if we are always planning to be happy, we never are. 
“Tomorrow is always a day away”, to quote a small, red-headed 
philosopher. Jesus warns us with striking strength and frequency against 
worry and fear: against worry because it leads to the deadly sins of avarice 
or despair; against fear because it is the enemy of faith, hope, and love, the 
three greatest things in the world. 

Jesus’ living in the present was dramatically shown just before his death, 
when he turned to the repentant thief on the cross and said, “Today you 
shall be with me in paradise.” That thief had probably lived fifty years of a 
wasted, horrible life. But Jesus did not live in that past, only in the present, 
where he saw the present paradise, not the past hell, in the thief’s repentant 
heart. Those who heard his words probably shook their heads, tsked their 
tsks, and murmured, “How can he forget the awful things that man did? It 
isn’t fair.” 

But Jesus does that because he lives in the present; and he lives in the 
present because he comes out of eternity, which has no past or future but is 
all present. It’s the only time he knows. And we are to be like him: today, 
we are to pray for today’s bread. We will pray for tomorrow’s tomorrow— 
that is, when tomorrow becomes today. 


It is the acres-of-diamonds principle: there are acres of diamonds right in 
our own backyards, and we are fools to ignore them and search abroad. The 
spatial backyard here symbolizes the temporal present; the diamond in our 
own backyard is the eternity in the present moment, the sacrament of the 
present moment. Eternity intersects time only now, “now, while it is called 
‘today’, . . . now is the time of salvation” and the time of prayer and of the 
answer to prayer. Jesus even tells us, “When you ask, believe that you have 
already received it, and it shall be yours”, for God is not only everywhere 
but also everywhen. He even meets us from up ahead, from our future. He 
is already there; he has already taken care of tomorrow’s needs. 

Christ does not specify what needs we are to pray for. We are to give God 
the blank check, “our daily bread”. It is not wrong to add specific needs, for 
we are assured that “my God will supply all your needs out of his riches in 
Christ Jesus”, but we must give God room, give God a blank check for him 
to fill in the amount. He knows what we need, and the very first thing we 
need is to keep that fact firmly in mind. 

Our needs and our wants are not identical. We need some things we may 
not want (perhaps to fast or to relax or to pray more or perhaps to suffer, to 
be tested), and we want many things we do not need (the million toys this 
world offers us to distract us from our real need, which this world can never 
supply). We need only one thing. “Only one thing is necessary”, Christ tells 
us. That is why God offers us only one thing: himself in Christ. Christ does 
not just give us joy or life or salvation or resurrection; he is our joy, our life, 
our Salvation, our resurrection. 

When Saint Thomas Aquinas had finished his great treatise on the 
Eucharist, he was praying alone in chapel, watched in secret by his friend 
Brother Reginald, who testified that Christ spoke to Thomas from the 
crucifix: “You have written well of me, Thomas. What will you have as a 
reward?” And Thomas gave the perfect answer: “Only thyself, Lord.” That 
is why Job was satisfied. That’s why we shall be satisfied. Nothing else will 
do. 

“Our daily bread” suggests the Eucharist, which is Christ. We are to pray 
for the gift God has already given to us. There is one simple way to be sure 
we get what we pray for, our daily bread. The most it would cost is a little 
time. All we need is Christ, and Christ in the Eucharist is only a few blocks 
away each morning. For us to pray “give us this day our daily bread” and to 
make no effort to receive the very gift we pray for when God has left it 


under our Christmas trees, in daily Eucharist, is like praying for light and 
not opening our eyes. Saint Francis’ disciple, Brother Giles, said, “Who do 
you think is readier: God to give grace or we to receive it?” As we pray 
“give”, let us take heed to receive what is being given. 
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Forgiveness 


There is an oft-repeated story about C. S. Lewis that is probably apocryphal 
—which makes it even more significant, more deliberate. Lewis is 
supposed to have come late to a convention of theologians who had been 
discussing for hours the issue: Where, if anywhere, is Christianity 
distinctive? What Christian doctrine has no parallel in the other religions of 
the world? The professionals had despaired of an answer. Lewis, told the 
question, immediately replied, “That’s easy: the forgiveness of sins.” 

The reason Jesus came and died, the reason God did all the things he did 
throughout biblical history, was this: to get us forgiven. Forgiveness solved 
the greatest of all problems: the problem of evil. The problem of evil is both 
the greatest theoretical problem—the most powerful objection against faith 
in an all-loving and all-powerful God—and also the greatest practical 
problem. But it is first of all a practical problem. Good philosophy can 
answer the theoretical problem, but something more than good philosophy 
is needed to answer the practical problem. 

That problem seems insoluble because there are only three possible 
practical attitudes toward anything: affirmation, negation, or indifference; 
saying yes, no, or nothing to it. But if we say yes to evil, we condone it; if 
we Say no to it, we condemn it; and if we say nothing to it, we ignore it. To 
condone it is to become a quisling, an accomplice. To condemn it is to 
become an inquisitor, a witch hunter, a hater, to fight fire with fire. And to 
ignore it is to become an ostrich. There is the practical trilemma of evil. 

God’s solution cuts through this problem like a sword through the 
Gordian knot. It is forgiveness. Forgiveness does not play ostrich because it 
faces the fact of evil. It does not play quisling because it labels evil as the 
enemy; it does not say, “Forget it, there’s nothing to forgive”, because there 
is something to forgive. And it does not play inquisitor because it “resists 
not evil” but drains it away. 

This tired old world of ours sometimes looks like a great, gaping wound. 
Everybody is hurting. Everybody hurts everybody else. Our history and our 
lives are largely the history of hurting, the history of victimization. Ever 
since the fall we have had this terrible, inescapable, senseless addiction to 
hurting each other. No matter how hard we try, we cannot break the habit. 


Our history is largely the history of war; and our marriages and friendships, 
our vaunted I-Thou relationships, are history written small and close, where 
it hurts most. The only way to avoid hurting is to secrete a shell around 
yourself, and that is the worst hurt of all: loneliness. 

There is no solution but forgiveness. The only solution for Christian and 
non-Christian alike is forgiveness. Even if the world does not accept the 
Church or Christ or God, the world can still accept forgiveness. It is the 
most relevant and universal solution to the world’s problems, and the 
simplest. 

There are a thousand objections to forgiveness, but there is one argument 
for it that is stronger than all the objections: if we do not forgive each other, 
we will die. The alternative to forgiveness is murder, in one form or 
another. And in the age of the nuclear global village, the age when the 
world has become one not in love but in fear of total annihilation, the thing 
that happens to marriages or friendships when there is no forgiveness will 
also happen to the whole world. We must forgive one another or die. It is as 
simple, as black and white, as that. 

What is called the forgiveness of sins is really the forgiveness of sinners. 
God cannot forgive sins; every sin must meet its due destiny: eternal 
expulsion from the presence of Pure Goodness. No darkness can possibly 
survive the heavenly light. But forgiveness dissolves the glue that sticks the 
sinner to the sin. Sins are inevitably burned in the eternal garbage dump 
called hell, or Gehenna, the valley of burning. Sinners are too if they stick 
to their sins, if they hold on to their garbage. 

God and the sinner must freely cooperate to dissolve the glue that sticks 
the sinner to the sin. It is like a reverse epoxy: both parts must mix together 
for this anti-glue to work. God forgives, and that dissolves the glue from the 
side of sin; and the sinner repents, accepts God’s forgiveness, and that 
dissolves the glue from the side of the sinner. God takes all sins and nails 
them to the Cross, justly forgives them by his Son’s sacrifice. His part is 
done; we are forgiven. The gift is given. Our part is to receive the gift, to 
repent. Repentance and forgiveness work together like husband and wife to 
conceive a new birth, salvation. 

But why did it cost God so much? Why did Jesus have to die? Why 
couldn’t God just forget our sins? Because God can’t forget. God is Truth. 
And truth about morality is justice. God is just. He is not under the law of 
justice, subject to it, as we are; but neither is he the arbitrary inventor of a 


moral law that could have been different. Morality is as eternal, as 
unchangeable, and as necessary as mathematics (though not, of course, as 
simple) because it is based on the very nature of God, which is eternal, 
unchangeable, and necessary. God can no more change the nature of justice 
than he can change from being God to not being God. Justice cannot be 
silenced or ignored. That’s why God can’t just forget our sins. 

But there is more; there is love. Justice is an attribute of God’s essence, 
but love is his essence. Thus justice is an attribute of love. These two 
things, which to us are often an either / or, are to God a both / and. Both 
must be satisfied because both are absolute and eternal. “Mercy and truth 
shall meet together, righteousness and peace shall kiss each other”, says the 
prophecy. How can God accomplish this reconciliation? Justice and mercy 
are one in him, in eternity; but they are tragically separated for us fallen 
creatures. How can God accomplish that reconciliation in our lives, in 
history? By a second reconciliation, one between heaven and earth, as the 
same prophecy goes on to say: “Truth shall spring up out of the earth and 
justice shall look down from heaven.” The Incarnation was his way to 
forgive our sins justly. The marriage of heaven and earth was the way to the 
marriage of justice and peace, justice and mercy. 

Forgiveness is a miracle. But a miracle presupposes natural law. If nature 
did not work by fixed laws, a miracle would not be a miracle, an exception. 
Just as physical miracles presuppose physical laws, moral miracles like 
forgiveness presuppose moral laws. If there were no justice, forgiveness 
would not be a moral miracle but the mere easy dismissal that it is for the 
modern mind, which no longer believes in objective, eternal, absolute 
justice, and which finds it hard to forgive because it finds it so easy to say 
“there’s nothing to forgive.” 

Christians who have come under the sway of the modern mind have 
gotten into the habit of thinking we have a right to God’s forgiveness. 
That’s why they don’t know what to make of the God of the Old Testament, 
where justice and judgment and punishment are so strong and clear. Perhaps 
the most shocking teaching in Christianity to this mentality is its very 
central one, the heart of the gospel, namely the doctrine of salvation by 
grace, by free gift. That doctrine sounds very nice and not at all shocking 
until you realize that it implies that it is not justice, i.e., that it goes beyond 
what we deserve, i.e., that we deserve not to be saved, i.e., that we all 
deserve hell! God did not have to send his Son. It would have been 


perfectly just for him to leave us alone. And that is precisely hell: ourselves, 
alone, without God. 

Because there is justice, forgiveness costs something. It cost Jesus the 
pains of hell on the Cross, the hell we deserved because we freely chose it: 
to be alone, on our own, forsaken by God. We said to God, “Leave me 
alone”, and he left his own Son alone instead, so that we would never be 
alone. If there is a real debt, it must really be paid. If you owe me one 
thousand dollars and I forgive you your debt, that costs me one thousand 
dollars. Christ, in forgiving us our debts, assumed them all. The metaphor 
of the debt is not the only way to understand salvation, of course, but it 
comes from Jesus himself, not just from medieval theologians, as we are 
often told. Jesus put this metaphor right smack into the perfect prayer he 
gave us. “Forgive us our debts” is as accurate a translation as “forgive us 
our trespasses” (which is another metaphor: crossing a forbidden boundary 
line). 

Praying for this forgiveness of our sins is the first and most necessary 
application of the previous petition, “give us this day our daily bread”, for 
our most crucial need, our very first bread, is to have a right relationship 
with God, to have our sins, which separate us from him, forgiven. If not, if 
we are on the outs with God, then nothing else can follow. “Without me you 
can do nothing.” The relationship must be restored before it can flourish. 
The road must be opened before anything can travel on it. 

God has done his part. He has opened the road to heaven, to himself. He 
did that on the Cross. Now our part is to accept this strangely shaped 
vehicle of grace that comes to us along that opened road. We must get 
inside, and it will take us to heaven. There is only one car in God’s fleet, 
and it is Christ. “I am the way. .. . No one can come to the Father but by 
me.” Entering Christ means two things. His car has two doors, and we must 
open both in order to get in. They are repentance and faith, the two-word 
summary of the kerygma, from Jesus right down to the present day. The 
message never changes its essential structure. And repentance must come 
first, because repentance is like getting out of our broken-down car, and 
faith is like getting in his. Faith is receiving the gift. A gift is not a gift 
unless it is both freely given and freely received. If I offer you a million 
dollars and you do not have faith in me and take it, you are not a penny 
richer. So with the gift of Christ, in whom is forgiveness, if we freely 


choose not to receive it, we do not have it. That is why, though salvation is 
the free gift of God, it depends on our faith. 

Forgiveness implies sin, for what is forgiven is sin: both sins and sin, 
both actual sins and original sin, both deeds and doer, what we do and what 
we are. Without the consciousness of sin, Christianity is meaningless: a 
needlessly complex divine operation for a nonexistent disease, a 
supernaturalistic mythology inexplicably encumbering a simple earthly 
ethic—that is what the modern world thinks of Christianity. Asked why he 
became a Catholic, G. K. Chesterton replied, “To get my sins forgiven”. 
Until they perceive the disease Chesterton perceived, people will not come 
to the hospital Chesterton came to. Or if they come they will come for the 
wrong reason, thinking the Church a museum for saints rather than a 
hospital for sinners. 

Jesus says, simply and starkly, “Those who are well have no need of a 
physician, but those who are sick. I came not to call the righteous, but 
sinners.” This is deliberately ironic. Jesus is implying that those who think 
they are well are the sickest of all, in fact incurable. The unforgiveable sin 
can only be one thing: the refusal of forgiveness, final impenitence, for God 
is infinitely forgiving. Man cannot commit a sin greater than God can 
forgive. “Where sin abounded, grace did much more abound.” Even deicide 
not only was forgiven but was the very means to its own forgiveness. Christ 
prayed for his murderers, “Father, forgive them”, and then died for them. 
For us—the whole world was there, each of our sins a nail in the sacred 
flesh. 

The way to come to know the first necessary truth about ourselves, that 
we are sinners in need of forgiveness, is to get to know the all-holy, all-just, 
uncompromising, unbribeable character of God. This is why the Lord’s 
Prayer begins with adoration. We know God by adoring him, and we know 
ourselves in light of him rather than him in light of ourselves. Knowing 
God, we will then know our need for forgiveness. By human standards most 
of us are “good people”, and we wonder “why bad things happen to good 
people”. But by God’s standards, there are no “good people”: “There is no 
one righteous, no, not one” and the mystery is rather why good things 
happen to bad people. 

We are to pray for forgiveness in the double conviction that we need it 
and that God wants to give it. We need it as much as the lost sheep needed 
the shepherd, and God longs to give it to us as much as the shepherd longed 


to bring his lost sheep home. We need him as much as the prodigal son 
needed his father, and he wants us as much as the father of the prodigal 
wanted his son home. More, infinitely more. 

But there’s a catch—a necessary catch. If we do not forgive others, God 
will not forgive us, cannot forgive us. This is the only petition in the Lord’s 
Prayer that Jesus reinforces with a postscript: “For if you forgive men their 
trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you; but if you do not 
forgive men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your 
trespasses.” The reason Jesus comments on this one petition is evidently 
that his disciples needed to know something they didn’t know. This is the 
surprise, this is the catch. 

It’s not an arbitrary but a necessary catch. It’s not that God decided to 
make this one thing the qualification. Rather, it’s intrinsically impossible for 
us to receive God’s forgiveness if we do not forgive our neighbors. All 
things may be possible for God, but not all things are possible for us. And 
here is one thing that is not possible for us. It is no more possible for a 
person who is in a state of unforgivingness toward his neighbor to receive 
the forgiveness of God than it is possible for someone who ties his hands 
behind his back to avoid giving gifts to receive any. 

We cannot receive God’s forgiveness when we do not forgive others 
because God is forgiveness. Forgiveness is the only way we can understand 
God. We understand God as we understand a person rather than a concept: 
not with the head but with the heart. Imagine the heart of someone who 
believed he received God’s forgiveness while he refused to pass it on to 
others; that person would immediately crush the life out of that gift of 
forgiveness. Forgiveness is like light; you can’t possess it or bottle it. You 
can only reflect it, pass it on. Forgiveness is like water: if you refuse to pass 
it on, it becomes stagnant. Look at a map of Israel. You will notice that the 
very same water, the Jordan River, flows into the Sea of Galilee and into the 
Dead Sea. The Sea of Galilee is fertile and full of life; the Dead Sea is as 
dead as its name. The difference is that the Sea of Galilee passes the water 
on. It has an outlet, while the Dead Sea does not. God’s grace in our soul is 
like the water of the Jordan River: it lives only if it is passed on. The gift 
can be received only if it is also given. 

This realization is wonderful and terrible. All other sins can be forgiven 
if sincerely repented, but this one cannot, for it is impenitence itself. Quite 
simply, if we refuse to forgive our neighbor, we will go to hell. Please do 


not call me a fundamentalist for saying that, unless you call Jesus one too. It 
is terrible, but it is reasonable, for no unforgiving soul could possibly 
endure the light of heaven, which is forgiving love. One who stood on his 
rights could not stand heaven’s forgiveness of wrongs. 

Now notice how lovingly clever Jesus is in framing the words of this 
petition for us. We are to ask God to forgive us exactly as (hos) we forgive 
others. Thus if we do not forgive others, we are asking God for our own 
damnation every time we pray the Lord’s Prayer! We cannot pray for 
forgiveness without forgiving others if we realize what we are saying. 

No duty has ever been so seriously commanded as this. We absolutely, 
unqualifiedly, immediately must forgive everyone, with no ifs, ands, buts, 
or delays. If you have not done so, please do not read another word; get 
down on your knees and ask God’s forgiveness for your unforgivingness to 
your neighbor and then get up off your knees and give it to him. Free him in 
order to free yourself. Lose not a minute. 

It is not wrong to speak so urgently. Our urgency pales compared with 
that of Jesus. His is the urgency of infinite love, of a father watching his 
child dancing on the brink of the abyss. There is an abyss, and many have 
already perished in it. It is not the work of love to refuse to shout “Danger!” 
where there is thin ice for fear of upsetting people. The most compassionate 
thing we can do, the greatest work of charity, says Saint Thomas, is to tell 
the truth. 

Jesus’ forgiveness of sins was one of his clearest claims to divinity. He 
forgave all sins, whether against him or against God. I have a right to 
forgive you for harming me but no right to forgive you for harming 
someone else. Yet that is what Jesus did: he acted as if he was the one who 
was hurt in every sin—because he was. You do not understand that? Have 
you never seen a crucifix? There, on the Cross, all the sins of the world 
came together to be forgiven. That was the worldwide convention of sins. 
The Holocaust was there and the Gulag and Sodom—every sin since we 
lost Eden. How could such a thing really happen? How could all times be 
present at once? Because Christ, as God, is eternal and thus can in a 
moment of time suffer all the sins of history, for his eternity intersects all 
time. Thus we were there too, all our sins were there, in awful concert. 


Were you there when they crucified my Lord? 
Were you there when they crucified my Lord? 


Oh, sometimes it causes me to tremble, tremble, tremble! 
Were you there when they crucified my Lord? 


The price of forgiveness was infinitely high. But it was paid. “It is 
finished”, and we are free. To ask God for his gift of forgiveness now is to 
receive it. There is no gap, no delay, not for a second. Like the thief on the 
cross, we are in paradise the very day we repent and receive his forgiveness. 
The plant of paradise, the tree of life, grows in the most unlikely place: 
Golgotha, the “place of the skull”. We are invited to eat its fruit, 
forgiveness. 
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Temptation and Deliverance 


I think the first religious doubt I ever had was one occasioned by the 
petition “lead us not into temptation.” I realized one day that it sounded as 
if God led us into temptation. If that was so, how could we trust him? How 
could he expect us to trust him when he commanded us to pray for an 
escape from the very thing that he led us into? What a cruel game! I 
desperately hoped that I was making some mistake. I remember the deep 
feeling of relief that came from reading the clear answer in Scripture: “Let 
no one say when he is tempted, ‘I am tempted by God’; for God cannot be 
tempted with evil and he himself tempts no one, but each person is tempted 
when he is lured and enticed by his own desire” (James 1:13-14). 

Later, I came to see that the word temptation is ambiguous. It could mean 
either (1) an attempt to inveigle someone to sin—which, of course, is the 
devil’s work, not God’s—or (2) a trial, a test of faith, like Job’s—which 
often is God’s leading. It is this second meaning of temptation that Jesus 
had in mind when he told us to pray “lead us not into temptation.” It means 
“lead us not into trials like Job’s.” 

Even the first kind of temptation is not itself sin, and many people 
confuse the two, thinking that to be tempted is to lose your innocence. 
Adam and Eve were tempted while they were innocent, before they sinned. 
They didn’t have to sin, even though they did; to deny that is to deny free 
will. Jesus was tempted (by the devil in the wilderness) and did not sin. 

Temptation, then, is not sin. The first kind of temptation is temptation to 
sin. The tempter wants you to sin. But this is not so with trials. God tried 
Job, like gold in the fire, desiring not that he should break under his trials 
but that he should become purified. Trials strengthen faith as exercise 
strengthens muscles. Rabbi Abraham Heschel says, “Faith like Job’s cannot 
be shaken because it is the result of having been shaken.” But why, then, if 
trials strengthen faith and thus are good for us, are we to pray to God to lead 
us not into them? Because we do not know our limits. God does. The 
petition comes from humility, both intellectual and moral. Intellectual, 
because we do not know how much fire our gold needs or can endure; 
moral, because we should not assume we are stronger than we are or even 


that we are as strong as we think we are. Everyone has his limits. We are all 
fallen creatures. 

To see the Tightness of this petition, consider the alternative: “Lord, 
please lead us into great trials because we are confident that our faith is so 
strong that it will endure them, as Job’s faith did.” That would be foolish, 
proud, and unnatural. It would be foolish because we usually underestimate 
our weakness. It was a saint who said of the drunk in the street, “There but 
for the grace of God go I.” His companion was shocked, as we are shocked 
when we read Saint Paul calling himself “the chief of sinners”. But saints 
are not fools. If we had only had Adolf Hitler’s heredity and environment, 
we may well have committed Hitler’s crimes. 

It would be proud as well as foolish to pray “lead us into temptation” 
because the object of that faith is not God but ourselves, and our own faith. 
Faith does not mean faith in faith; faith means faith in God. Finally, the 
desire to go through trials is unnatural, and Jesus does not tell us to desire 
contrary to our God-given nature. The flight-or-fight response to trials is 
part of our nature. We are to pray to avoid trials for the same reason we are 
to fight poverty, sickness, and death. Jesus never says that these things are 
blessed but that those who suffer them are blessed. They are the divine 
surgeon’s instruments, the divine sculptor’s chisel strokes. We are to endure 
them in faith but not to ask for them. The willingness to suffer is heroism; 
the desire to suffer is usually masochism. Jesus himself did not ask to 
suffer. He prayed, before his crucifixion, “Father, if it be possible, let this 
cup pass from me.” Only then did he add, “If this cannot pass unless I drink 
it, thy will be done” (Mt 26:39, 42). 

But what of the saints who seem to long for suffering, to seek it out as a 
pig snuffles out truffles, as delicacies, to be offered to God? My purely 
personal opinion, offered without much assurance and subject to correction 
by those with more experience, sanctity, and authority, is that this 
phenomenon, though precious in the saints, is dangerous for most of us and 
is not to be recommended for imitation except under very careful spiritual 
direction. The desire to suffer, I think, more often indicates a psychological 
disorder than heroic sanctity. It is disturbingly easy for us to delude 
ourselves that we are saintly because we admire the saints and aspire to be 
like them, easy to confuse sharing their ideals with sharing their character. 

Compare the following two prayers and see whether you recognize 
anything familiar. (1) “Lord, I thank thee that I am not like other men. I can 


and will endure heroic sufferings for you. Please send them my way.” (2) 
“God, be merciful to me, a sinner. I am weak. I can hardly endure even a 
little pain for you. Therefore please do not send me great pain.” Self- 
delusion prays, “I am strong.” Self-knowledge says, “I am weak.” Self- 
knowledge says, “I am riddled with evils, physical, psychological, and 
spiritual, as with bullet holes or cancer. Therefore I need deliverance. 
Deliver me from evil.” 

Our poor world is a mass of bleeding wounds. Everyone is hurting out 
there. Everyone is hurting in here. Our role is that of the patient. God’s role 
is that of the doctor. God tenderly bends over our wounds and kisses them 
and binds them up. He embraces us in our bleeding, in our leprous ugliness. 
How could we doubt it? The main thing Jesus did for three years was to 
heal people. And Jesus is the window to the Father; “he who has seen me 
has seen the Father.” Therefore the healing ministries, whether physical, 
psychosocial, or spiritual, are extensions of the Incarnation, of Christ’s own 
work. Every physician, every psychologist or social worker, and every 
priest is doing the very job Jesus is doing: delivering us from evil. Evil 
comes in many forms. Pain, weakness, and death are evil for the body, our 
foothold in the material world. All sorts of neuroses, psychoses, and hang- 
ups are evil for the psyche, our relationship to ourselves and each other. 
And sin is evil for the spirit, our relationship to God. Evil permeates our 
whole being. We need deliverance everywhere. 

Every religion in the world promises deliverance. It is the only thing that 
unites all religions. Not all religions believe in God or life after death or a 
divine law or even the soul. Buddhism, for example, believes in none of 
these things. But every religion offers deliverance because only a fool is 
blind to that need. 

But Christ puts the petition for deliverance from evil last in his ideal 
prayer. We tend to put it first. The child’s first prayer is usually “Help!” 
This is not wrong, but inadequate, like the fear of God, which is the 
beginning of wisdom but not the end, as G. K. Chesterton sagely says. We 
must wrap petition in adoration. The God we petition without adoring is a 
divine machine. The God we petition after adoring is a lover. When we 
don’t get what we want from a machine, we curse and kick the machine. 
When we don’t get what we want from a lover, we do not curse or kick 
(though we may weep and wonder) but we trust. 


Even within the petitions, Christ puts “deliver us from evil” after “give us 
this day our daily bread.” There are two reasons for this order. First, so that 
we give God first the blank check of “our daily bread”, in other words 
“whatever you see we need”, and only then, within this context of trust, cry 
for help. Second, so that we begin with the positive and only then go to the 
negative. Good is more important than evil, getting real goods more 
important than getting rid of real evils. If we had to choose between having 
neither good nor evil or both, both would be preferable. (That’s what God 
thought when he decided to create us with free will, foreseeing all the evils 
that would come but also all the goods.) Our first need is the good that is 
God; then, as a means to this, deliverance from the evil that keeps us from 
God. We first need the home at the end of the road, to make our journey 
worthwhile; then, we need to overcome the obstacles along the way. 

We are to pray for deliverance from evil—all evil, bodily, psychological, 
and spiritual. (If you don’t understand the difference between the last two, 
read Heb 4:12.) God’s desire is to free us completely. Why then are we still 
bound? Because we are in time, in process, in a story. Our deliverance is not 
instantaneous because our being is not instantaneous. Religion is not an 
instant deliverance tablet; it is a love affair. 

But it’s so slow! Why are we still starving, lonely sinners? Who is 
holding back? God or us? Wrong question: it’s not either / or. Our role is 
not 50 percent and God’s 50 percent. His role is 100 percent, and our role is 
100 percent. Deliverance is a cooperative activity, like marriage. He won’t 
deliver us without our cooperation, and we can’t deliver ourselves without 
his grace. The liberal emphasizes our activity and specializes in social 
action; the conservative emphasizes God’s grace and specializes in faith and 
resignation to God’s will. The dispute is like the one between the head and 
the tail of a coin. 

As for our part, one of the most important principles of deliverance from 
evil of all three kinds, of body, soul, and spirit, is the principle Lao-tzu, the 
ancient Chinese sage, and Machiavelli, the modern Western sceptic, both 
formulated: when a disease is hard to see, it is easy to cure; but when it 
becomes easy to see, it is hard to cure. Sin is like cancer. It begins small, 
and if we attack it in its beginning, where it is hard to see, it is relatively 
easy to defeat. But if we wait until the cancer has spread and taken root, so 
that it is easy to see, it is very hard to cure. 


Sin begins in our thoughts. Another ancient sage, Gautama the Buddha, 
said, “All that we are is made up of our thoughts. It begins where our 
thoughts begin, it proceeds as our thoughts proceed, and it ends where our 
thoughts end.” Saint Paul recognized that sin begins in our thoughts too; 
that’s why his prescription for deliverance from evil at its roots is to “bring 
every thought into captivity to Christ”. If Eve had done that in Eden, all the 
problems in our world would never have started. If she had turned her 
thoughts to God instead of to the tempter, we would be doing the same 
today. Thoughts are like wild animals. They need tamers. 

The false god of freedom of thought has beguiled millions into the false 
freedom of calling their thoughts their own and thus giving them up to the 
power of evil. If Christ is to be Lord of all, his lordship must begin in the 
most interior place of all, our will, and then the second most interior place, 
our thoughts, and spread out from there into our relationships and our 
world. As Jesus said, it is not what goes into us that defiles us but what 
comes out of us. Once our will is given to him (and if it is not, we are not 
his), the next gift must be our thought life. We must yield to him the very 
first thoughts and imaginations of sin. Hard as that seems, it is infinitely 
easier than anything else. Thoughts are like clouds: easy to lift to him in 
oblation. Once they harden into actions, they get a weight that makes them 
much harder to lift, and they fall like a deadly rain on our lives. 


Sow a thought, reap an act. 
Sow an act, reap a habit. 

Sow a habit, reap a character. 
Sow a character, reap a destiny. 


As the cancer of sin grows, increasingly radical measures are needed. 
Eventually we are confronted with an incredible operation: the divine 
surgeon takes the cancer out of the patient by taking it into himself. God 
delivered us from evil by coming right smack into the heart of it, on the 
Cross. 

He descended into all our hells because love wants to share everything, 
even suffering. That is why he came: to fulfill love’s desire. Love’s deepest 
desire is not happiness but withness, intimacy, union. “Better unhappy with 
her than happy without her’—that is the word of a lover. Love wants to be 
inside the beloved; love wants exchange. Thus God exchanged his 


deliverance for our evil, his garbage truck for our garbage. What happened 
on the Cross is no freak accident, no exception, but the universal principle 
of what love does. Love delivers the beloved from evil by taking it upon 
itself and soaking it up, like a blotter. 

It is a bloody business, deliverance. Where do we find deliverance? 
There, in Christ’s wounds. Remember the line of the great old (forgotten?) 
prayer “Anima Christi”: “In thy wounds hide me.” The devil dare not come 
there. He cringes from the blood. That is the safest place to be. Israel was 
taught that, symbolically, at the first passover, in Egypt, when the Israelites 
were protected from the angel of death only by the blood of the sacrificial 
lamb sprinkled on the doorposts of their houses. Our lives are the houses 
that we build to live in. The door is our openness to God. The blood of 
Christ must be there because that is the only way the all-holy God can come 
in to us and be the guest of our soul. Our deliverance is to be “washed in the 
blood of the Lamb”. The Lord’s Prayer ends with the gospel. 


A very old form of the Lord’s Prayer, not in Scripture but in the Church’s 
liturgy from earliest times, adds the doxology “for thine is the kingdom and 
the power and the glory, both now and forever”. Ironically, it was the 
Protestants who used this old Catholic liturgical formula and the Catholics 
who dropped it, here practicing the Protestant principle of sola scriptura. It 
has been reinserted into the Catholic liturgy, where it belongs—not just 
because it is a tradition but because it is a good tradition. It is good because 
it is right to end the prayer with praise and adoration, as we began, since our 
lives and the life of the universe itself begin and end with praise, with the 
heavens and the heart telling the glory of God the Creator and Redeemer, 
the Alpha and Omega. 

God’s kingdom, power, and glory are not as visible as ours. We can 
easily see our kingdoms: our finances, for instance, or our lands. We can see 
our power in our bodies and in the works of our minds. And our glory is 
seen by other people: the beauty of our works, our words, and our bodies. 
These are good, for they are God’s gifts. But they are ours only on loan. 
Our very existence is not our own but is borrowed from Existence Itself, 
who created us. But we have a kingdom that is infinitely more glorious than 
all the kingdoms of history, and our Father has promised that we will rule it 
one day. We shall have powers that dwarf nuclear bombs because they are 
extensions of the power of God himself We have far to go in our training 


before we can be trusted with such power, though even now we “taste the 
powers of the age to come” (Heb 6:5) in tiny, intermittent samples. And at 
the end of our training lies a “weight of glory”; if we saw it in anyone now, 
we would be strongly tempted to worship him. (That from C. S. Lewis’ 
great, great sermon, “The Weight of Glory”.) 

The unthinkable power and glory will be ours; but only when we let it be 
his. Jesus himself refused to “grasp” his divinity but “emptied” himself 
(Phil 2:5-11). When we give up our own glory for God’s, we attain our 
own, for we are mirrors, not lights. When we turn to the one Light of the 
World, the mirror of our soul reflects the dazzling light of the face of God. 
Those who have tasted the most intimate appetizers of that heavenly meal— 
the great saints and mystics—consistently report that in that union the light 
of God is so perfectly reflected in the mirror of the purified soul that it 
seems as if there is but one light, as if we are nothing but the place where 
his beams come to focus. 


Blow, blow, blow till I be 
But the breath of the Spirit blowing in me. 


Finally, the word Amen. It means not just “I’m finished now” but “So be 
it!” It is not a mere wish but a word of command, of power. It is a 
sacramental word; it is efficacious. When a great king says “so be it”, it is 
done. The greatest king of all has made us princes (Ps 45:16), and prayer is 
our staff of power. When we say “Amen”, we wield our staff; we say, “Let 
it be done.” 

There are two things we must know about this power: that it is and is not 
like magic. Most of us already know how it is not like magic: it is not 
impersonal and mechanical but dependent on faith, on our personal 
relationship with the Source of that power. But many of us do not know that 
it is magic: it is real power, not just a psychological placebo. Scripture calls 
it dynamis, the origin of our word dynamite. Prayer is like dynamite. It 
should be used with great care, for when its power is released, it changes 
the world. 
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The Goal of Christian Living: What Is a Saint? 


Why does the Apostles’ Creed include “the communion of saints” as one of 
the twelve articles of faith, one of the twelve essentials of our religion? 
Because our fundamental vocation in life is to be saints. Because, as 
Charles Peguy put it, “life holds only one tragedy, ultimately: not to have 
been a saint.” Because this whole world is a saint-making machine. Because 
the whole purpose of creation, revelation, Incarnation, Atonement, and 
Church is to make us saints. Because everything the Church does, from 
setting up bishops to setting up chairs, from raising money to raising 
martyrs, has no other purpose than this. Because life itself has no other 
purpose than this. 

Saints are not far-out freaks, weirdos, or exceptions. They are the rule, 
the plumb line, the standard operating model for human beings. If we are 
not saints, we are the exceptions to the rule, whether we make up 1 percent 
or 99 percent of the human race. 

In the biblical sense of the word, all believers are saints. Saints are not 
the opposites of sinners. There are no opposites of sinners in this world. 
There are only saved sinners and unsaved sinners. Holy does not mean 
sinless but special, set apart, called out of the world to the unthinkable 
destiny of eternal ecstasy in spiritual marriage to God Almighty. 

In the popular sense of the word, sainthood is a matter of degree: a saint 
is someone who does something better than most of us. What thing? One 
thing with three sides: faith, hope, and love. 

The Church’s language is half biblical and half popular when she 
canonizes certain “saints”, i.e., solemnly declares that certain known and 
named persons are both in heaven and worthy models for our earthly 
imitation. The modem world is a world without heroes. Saints are the 
answer. Saints are the true heroes. 

What is a saint? A saint is first of all one who knows he is a sinner. A 
saint knows all the news, both the bad news of sin and the good news of 
salvation. A saint is a true scientist, a true philosopher: a saint knows the 
Truth. A saint is a seer, one who sees what is there. A saint is a realist. 

A saint is also an idealist. A saint embraces heroic suffering out of heroic 
love. A saint also embraces heroic joy. (This is one of the criteria for 


canonization: saints must have joy.) 

A saint is a slave of Christ, a doormat for Christ, a palm branch for 
Christ’s donkey to march on. A saint is also a conqueror greater than 
Alexander, who conquered only the world. A saint conquers himself. What 
does it profit a man if he conquers the whole world but does not conquer 
himself? 

A Saint is so open that he can say, with Paul, “I have learned, in whatever 
state I am, to be content. I know how to be abased and I know how to 
abound” (Phil 4:11-12). A saint marries God “for better or for worse, for 
richer or for poorer, in sickness or in health, till death”. A saint is also so 
closed-minded, so determined, so stubborn, that he will die before 
compromising the Truth, and will write credo in the sand with his own 
blood as he dies. (One saint actually did this.) 

A saint is a sworn enemy of the world, the flesh, and the devil. He is 
locked in mortal combat with principalities and powers. A saint is also a 
friend and lover of the world. He kisses this sin-cancered world with the 
tender lips of the God of John 3:16. A saint declares God’s war on this 
world, sinking the Cross into the enemy-occupied earth like a sword, hilt 
held by heaven. At the same time he stretches his arms out on that very 
Cross as if to say, “See? This is how wide my love is for you!” 

A saint is Christ’s bride, totally attached, faithful, dependent on him. A 
saint is also totally independent and detached from idols, from other 
husbands. A saint works among money, power, pleasure as a married 
woman works with other men, but will not marry them or even flirt with 
them. 

A saint is higher than anyone else in the world. A saint is the real 
mountain climber. A saint is also lower than anyone else in the world. Like 
water, he flows to the lowest places, like Calcutta. 

A saint’s heart is broken by every little sorrow and every little sin. A 
saint’s heart is also so strong that not even death can break it. It is 
indestructible just because it is so breakable. 

A saint takes his hands off the steering wheel of his life and lets God 
steer. That’s scary, for God is invisible. As saint also has the strongest 
hands, hands that move the world. He has feet that know just where to go 
and that move through the world with a sure step. 

A saint does not let others play God to him, as the rest of us all do 
(especially in a democracy). A saint takes his orders from the General, not 


from the army. A saint also does not play God to others, as the rest of us all 
do in all societies since Eden, often in subtle ways. But saints are not subtle. 
Saints are simple. 

A saint is a little Christ. Not only do we see Christ through his saints, as 
we see a light through a stained glass window, but we also understand the 
saints only through Christ, as we understand eggs only through chickens. 

The saints are our family. We are one body. They are our legs and we are 
theirs. As Pascal says, “examples of noble deaths of Spartans and others 
hardly affect us, .. . but the example of the deaths of martyrs affects us, for 
they are our members. . . . We do not become rich through seeing a rich 
stranger, but through seeing a father or husband rich.” 

Finally, the saints are our destiny, our eschatology: 


And when the strife is fierce, the warfare long, 

Steals on the ear the distant triumph song, 

And hearts are brave again, and arms are strong. 
Alleluia! 


I get goose bumps whenever I hear that hymn. The echoes of the song that 
is the saints come from Eden and from heaven, and all human happiness is 
an echo of that echo. When we suffer, when we despair, when we cry in 
rage or helplessness, when we are bewildered, bewitched, bedeviled, 
betrayed, besmirched, and besotted with the weight of the world, we need to 
listen to that echo from heaven. 

The saints are present, not just past. “We are surrounded by so great a 
cloud of witnesses” (Heb 12:1) that we are never alone. We are watched and 
helped. Death is not so wide a river that heavenly hands cannot reach across 
it. 


Sainthood is God’s job description for us. It is the only job in town. It is not 
an option, something just for “religious people” (whoever they are). The 
most important thing in the world to know, therefore, is how to qualify for 
this job. First, anyone can qualify. Saints are made out of sinners. Only 
sinners need apply. Second, no one can qualify. No one can make himself a 
saint. Only God can do it. Our part is to want it, to choose it, to believe it, 
and to receive it, and to lie there and not wiggle while Doctor God operates 
on us. 


But though we can’t do it without God, God won’t do it without us. We 
become saints by willing to. As William Law says, if you stop to consult 
your own heart in total honesty, you will see that there is one and only one 
reason why you are not even now a Saint: you do not wholly will it. We 
become saints not by thinking about it, and not (certainly) by writing about 
it, but simply by doing it. There comes a time when the “how” question 
stops and we just do it. If the one we love were at our door knocking to 
come in, would we wonder how the door lock works, and how we could 
move our muscles to open it? 

Saint Francis of Assisi told his monks that if they were in the beatific 
vision and a tramp knocked at their door asking for a cup of cold water, 
then turning away from the heavenly vision to help the tramp would be the 
real heaven, and turning away from the tramp to keep the blissful vision 
would be turning from God’s face. A saint is one who sees who the tramp 
is: Jesus. 


PART THREE 


CULT: FUNDAMENTALS 
OF CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY 


A. THE CHURCH 
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The Four Marks of the Church: 
Oneness 


Vatican II’s two most important documents both concern the Church. They 
are Lumen Gentium, the “Dogmatic Constitution on the Church”, and 
Gaudium et Spes, the “Pastoral Constitution on the Church”. To understand 
these key documents we must first be familiar with what the Church has 
previously said about herself from her earliest creeds and councils, for that 
is the foundation on which all subsequent teaching rests. And _ that 
foundation is essentially the “four marks” of the Church. 

The four marks of the Church are the Church’s answer to the question: 
How are we to recognize the true Church, the fullness of the Church? Many 
groups of Christians, many churches and denominations, may possess much 
goodness, wisdom, piety, or Christian service, but only the Catholic Church 
is fully (1) one, (2) holy, (3) Catholic, and (4) apostolic. These are the signs 
by which the Church from its earliest centuries, creeds, and councils has 
identified herself. 

What is meant by the oneness of the Church? I want to consider (1) six 
ways in which the Church is not one, though many people think she is; (2) 
six ways in which the Church is one, but not the essential way; and (3) six 
aspects of the essential way in which the Church is one. Thus we will move 
from the periphery to the center, from surface to depth. 

First, the Church is not uniform. She is not an anthill. She does not 
discourage pluralism and individuality. Totalitarian political regimes may 
fear individuality, but the Church is the mother of saints, who are the most 
distinctive individuals the world has ever seen. Augustine’s great motto is 
hers: “In essentials, unity; in nonessentials, diversity; in all things charity.” 

Second, the Church is not a unity brought about by force. Her unity is at 
root spiritual, therefore free. When churchmen forced Jews or pagans to be 
baptized against their will or forced heretics to recant by the threat of 
torture, they were acting contrary to the nature of the Church. 

Third, the Church is not untroubled by schisms and heresies. Her history 
is “by schisms rent asunder, by heresies distressed”. Only partially has she 
obeyed Saint Paul’s command to “be of one mind”. Yet the gates of heresy 


and even hell cannot prevail against her existence or her unity; for (as Saint 
Thomas Aquinas says) “everything guards its unity as it guards its 
existence.” 

Fourth, the Church is not one by being superior, detached, and indifferent 
to visible conflicts; not one by being purely spiritual. She is not one as the 
sky is one, but she is one as the earth is one. 

Fifth, the Church is not the one and only visible church, the only 
candidate. “The scandal of particularity” is that she is (or appears to be) 
only one among many, just as Christ was one man among many.. . 

Sixth, the Church is not one in some abstract, lowest-common- 
denominator sense, arrived at by dropping disagreements and skimming off 
the cream of common beliefs, or “fundamentals”. Its unity is more concrete. 

But wait. Doesn’t the Apostles’ Creed summarize the common essential 
beliefs of the Church? Yes, it does; but it is not a lowest common 
denominator or even a highest common factor. It is not even a number of 
common ideas. The creed is not ideas, not concepts; it is realities. 

But creeds do express a first way the Church is one: in doctrine. Fidelity 
to her teaching is a test of unity with the Church. Yet the Church is not 
essentially or merely a teacher (though she is that too), just as Christ is not 
essentially a teacher or sage or philosopher. The Church, like Christ, is 
essentially the agent of salvation. 

The same is true of a second way the Church is one: in her moral and 
ethical teaching. Fidelity to this teaching is as important as fidelity to 
doctrine; yet the Church, like Christ, is not essentially or merely an ethical 
teacher. 

The Church is also one, thirdly, in her authority. That is why that 
authority must be centralized, shared and collegial though it is. Just as in a 
family, however equally shared the authority may be, one must be the final 
arbiter and have the primary responsibility, for a body cannot have two 
heads. Yet papal authority is not the essence of the Church’s unity. The pope 
is only “the servant of the servants of God”. 

Fourth, the Church is one visibly, as a concrete institution in the world. 
But the Catholic Church’s visible unity surpasses that of Orthodox, 
Anglican, and Protestant churches only in degree. The mark is enough to 
identify her for any honest seeker, but it is not her very essence, and 
therefore it can be possessed in lesser degree by other bodies also. 


The same is true, fifthly, of her historical continuity, which is based on 
apostolic succession. That is real and distinctive and a mark for “serious 
shoppers”; but it is not her essence. It is not her end but only her means. 

Sixth, baptism makes us really one; we are baptized into one family. Yet 
baptism is not the Church’s reason for being; she is baptism’s reason for 
being. Scripture always connects baptism with faith. When Michael 
Corleone, in The Godfather, had his baby baptized at the exact moment his 
friends were murdering his enemies at his command, that baptism did not 
unite him with his baby and with God. 

These are all ways in which the Church is one, but not essential ways. 
The essential way the Church is one has six aspects. 

1. The Church’s unity is most essentially Christ himself. “One Lord, one 
faith, one baptism”—but the first is the essential thing. Christ is not only the 
Church’s Lord but also the Church’s Head. A lord need not be part of his 
people, but a head must be part of its body. My body is me; so the Church is 
Christ. That is why the gates of hell cannot prevail against her. That is why 
every time she seems to be dead she rises from the grave. That is why the 
world hates and fears her. That is why she is the agent of salvation. 

2. The Church is one as a vine is one: the very same life courses through 
all its branches, namely the life of the vine itself. If this metaphor seems too 
bold and strong, remember it is Christ’s own choice of images, not ours. 
The life, or soul, of the Church is Christ’s Spirit, the Holy Spirit, God 
himself, the very spiritual life-blood of the living God, which is as present 
in the soul of the believer as in the Eucharist (though in a different form). 

3. Christ as a human being has body and soul, visible and invisible 
aspects. So the Church too is both visible and invisible, both organization 
and organism, both historical body and mystical body. 

4. The unity of a person is more than the unity of an animal. (Ants, bees, 
and birds almost seem to have more of a group consciousness than an 
individual consciousness.) And the unity of an animal is more than the unity 
of a plant. (Is a tree one and the orchard a group, or is the orchard one and 
the tree a part of it?) Finally, the unity of a plant is more than the unity of an 
inorganic thing, like a stone, which can be divided without killing its unity. 
A person is one because he or she can say “I”. This is the image of God, 
who is I AM. Christ is one as a person is one, and because the Church is 
Christ’s body, she is one. We are all one person. This does not mean we are 


not also different persons. Many human persons make up the body of one 
single divine person, Christ. 

5. This Church, this person, cannot be split by death. That is why the 
Church is also one throughout time and eternity: “the Church militant” (the 
Church on earth), “the Church triumphant” (the Church in heaven), and “the 
Church suffering” (the Church in purgatory) are one Church. 

6. Finally, the Church is eschatologically one. When Christ comes again 
at the end of history, he will not marry a harem but a bride. And that bride 
will be “without spot or wrinkle”. He will remove all three enemies of 
oneness, all three separations, all three alienations from his Church then: 
sin, death, and suffering. Sin is alienation between soul and God; death is 
alienation between body and soul; suffering is alienation between body and 
world. Sin was defeated on Calvary. Death was “swallowed up in victory” 
on Easter morning. And finally “God will wipe away every tear from their 
eyes” in heaven. Tears, like the water of the sea, symbolize parting and 
death. The Church, like Noah’s ark, floats on the flood of tears. The ark 
sails for heaven, God’s answer to the song of earth, “somebody’s always 
saying goodbye.” 
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The Four Marks of the Church: Holiness 


Holy means set apart, special, different. Every Christian is holy. If we are 
not holy, we are not saved. A Christian is one who belongs to Christ, one 
who has been taken out of the world, Satan’s kingdom, and placed into the 
Church, Christ’s kingdom, the kingdom of heaven. The Church is the 
kingdom of heaven. 

The doctrine of holiness, the doctrine that we do not belong to this world, 
that we are pilgrims and strangers here, “strangers in a strange land”, that 
“our citizenship is in heaven” not earth—this is not an outdated, culturally 
relative idea that is no longer necessary or binding for modern Christians. It 
is the consistent and constant teaching of Christ and of the entire New 
Testament. If it is not true, then Christianity is not true. 

Catholics believe we are made holy by being incorporated into Christ’s 
holy body, as Noah’s family was set aside and saved by being put into the 
ark. Protestants emphasize the reverse; they believe we are saved first as 
individuals and then these individuals constitute the Church. 

The holiness of the Church is more than the holiness of each of her 
members. Protestants are not necessarily less holy as individuals than 
Catholics are; in fact many of them put most of us to shame. Nor are their 
diverse churches necessarily more spotted with crimes and _ failings 
throughout their history than the leaky old ark is. The Church is holy not 
because she is perfect but because she is Christ’s. 

But there is a close connection between these two meanings of holiness, 
as between root and fruit. Because we are Christ’s, we are called to live as 
Christ lived. Once we are called into God’s household, we learn the ways of 
that household, however slowly and fitfully we learn. Once we are set apart, 
we lear to live in a set-apart way. 

Set-apartness is especially unpopular today because it confronts a popular 
false religion, the modern worship of equality. Equality is good politics but 
bad religion. Equality of rights, equality before the law, is a fine thing, but 
absolute equality is simply silly. The universe is not a democracy; God is 
King, not partner or even chairman of the board. There is hierarchy in all of 
nature and no less in the supernatural order. The Church is set upon a hill, 
like Mount Zion, for the world to look up to it. One of the greatest pleasures 


in life is looking up to something or someone superior to yourself. Absolute 
equality makes one of the greatest virtues impossible: humility. 

How is the Church superior? Catholics are often outdone in good works 
not only by Protestants but sometimes even by atheists. How can we claim 
superiority? Isn’t this both arrogant and simply false? It is not arrogant for 
the same reason the Jews’ claim to be God’s chosen people is not an 
arrogant claim. It is God’s call and God’s doing, not theirs (or ours), and it 
is not based on our worth but on his grace and our need. Neither of those 
two things is anything for us to boast about. Furthermore, he calls everyone. 
The Church is not supposed to be the select few but the select many, in fact 
the select all. 

The Church is holy because its Lord is holy and his call to us is holy. 
That call is to live a different kind of life, to be a lighthouse to the world, 
living epistles for the world to read. We have not always responded in a 
holy way to that call, but the call is holy. The call is to “be perfect even as 
your Father in Heaven is perfect.” 

Holiness is not a negative thing, as its definition might seem to imply. We 
are set apart from the world only to be set there for God. Holiness is 
positive because it is defined by the positive nature of the God who calls us, 
not by the negative nature of the world from which we are called. Holiness 
is more do’s than don’ts. 

But there is a negative aspect to holiness. Saint Paul uses the analogy of 
the athlete to explain this. The athlete says no to foods and drinks and 
indulgent lifestyles that would interfere with his goal because he has first 
said yes to the goal of winning his race. A good athlete does not use drugs, 
and a Christian similarly avoids the drugs of self-indulgence, which blind 
the soul to the infinite and overriding importance of the Christian’s race, the 
race to heaven and the race to bring the world to heaven before it goes to 
hell. 

Holiness is the most important of the four marks of the Church for two 
reasons. First, it is the Church’s final end and goal. Second, holiness is the 
Church’s crucial mark because it is her number one selling point. Mother 
Teresa and John Paul II have brought more people into the Church than any 
argument. Authentic holiness is irresistible. 

No matter how cynical and dissipated a person is, the image of God is 
still there in the soul, like a homing beacon. Holiness attracts because it 


reveals the shape of God to our heart, a God-shaped hole. It attracts because 
it is what we were designed for. 

Holiness is the most beautiful thing in the world. We have beauty 
detectors in our souls, and when they are in the presence of a saint, they 
hear the call of the beauty of sanctity like a distant horn calling to 
adventure. The wrinkles on Mother Teresa’s face are surpassingly beautiful. 
They bespeak the work of Christ and the suffering of Christ. They are like 
valleys down which reverberate the echoes from the song we sang in Eden, 
when God walked with us in the cool of the evening in the garden. 

If the Church’s holiness were clearly visible and audible to the world, the 
world would soon empty out into the Church. If the song of holiness were 
clearly broadcast, the only people who could resist it would be the tone 
deaf, the most hardened and insensitive. Sanctity is a highly infectious 
condition. Eleven out of twelve ordinary men became saints because they 
were with Jesus. But as it stands now in our world there are many good and 
sensitive people who remain untouched by the infection of holiness and 
remain outside. It must be, then, that the Church’s holiness is not clearly 
seen and heard by the world. 

This situation has two possible causes. Insofar as it is the fault of the 
world, we must labor to change the world’s perceptions of the Church. We 
must do all we can to heal the world’s blindness and deafness, to wipe the 
dust of prejudice from the mirrors the media holdup. The encyclical Inter 
Mirifica speaks of the Catholic’s call to infiltrate and purify the media. 

But there is also a second possible cause for the world’s perception of the 
Church: us. The world does not see the beauty of holiness because we are 
hiding the light under a bushelbasket. The simple solution is repentance, the 
one-word summary of the message of all the prophets. We must turnback to 
God, to the light that reflects off the mirrors of our lives and into the 
world’s darkness. But we must first turn our mirrors to the divine sun, our 
faces to the face of God. 

If we do not understand the way to holiness, we cannot call mankind to 
it. It is not hard to understand. All the saints say the same thing. The secret 
of sanctity is misunderstood not because it is complex but because it is too 
simple. We want to run away from it, so we design complexities as excuses. 
The secret is in a single word, Mary’s word when she made the most 
important choice any mere human being ever made in all of history, when 
she said Yes to God’s appeal through his angel: Will you allow the world to 


be saved through my Son coming into your body and your life? We all have 
hope of heaven only because Mary said fiat, “let it be done.” 

That is all sanctity is: willing God’s will. All the methods and teachings 
and techniques and good works are roads to that or roads from that. “That” 
is simply yessing God. The alternative is noing God, or sin. There are only 
those two alternatives, life or death. Sanctity is to choose life. The 
alternative to holiness is not ordinary life but death. The alternative to 
heaven is not earth but hell. 

And yessing God, loving God, is the only way to know God. Only when 
the will is aligned with God’s will can the mind be aligned with God’s 
mind. That is why Jesus said, “If your will were to do the will of my Father, 
you would understand my teaching, that it is from him.” Our only 
alternatives are knowing God or noing God. 

Holiness is power. It is objectively real. It is not just an ideal or intention 
somewhere inside our own consciousness. It is Christ’s own presence. 
Christ does not help us to holiness; Christ is our holiness. “God has made 
him to be our righteousness”, says Saint Paul. Therefore as long as we have 
Christ we have holiness. The dullest and weakest of us can still be holy 
because holiness is not an ideal for our energy to generate, but a gift from 
God for us to share. We are saved by being made a part of the Church, 
Christ’s body, and the Church is holy and makes us holy. We do not make it 
holy. Every animal in the ark is holy. The very splinters of the ark are holy, 
for they grow from the wood of the Cross. 

Holiness is ultimately identical with agape, for holiness is being set apart 
by God for God, and God is agape. Agape is not what the world means by 
“love”; it is 1 Corinthians 13 love. It is distinctive; that is why holiness is 
distinctive. Jesus predicts, “By this shall all men know you are my 
disciples, by your love for one another.” 

The Church turned the world upside down once by this mark. It can 
happen again. And the way our world is heading, teetering over a nuclear 
abyss and already in a moral abyss, it had better happen again. Once, the 
world said about Christians, “Here are those people who are turning the 
world upside down.” It is not saying that today. That is why the world is 
upside down. We want to turn it upside down to get it right side up. We 
want to turn it upside down as a farmer turns a small basket of fruit upside 
down to empty it out into a larger basket. For the Church is much larger 


than the world. The world has the whole picture not only upside down but 
inside out. 
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The Four Marks of the Church: Catholicity 


“How can you Catholics believe that the Roman Catholic Church is the one 
true church? Your very name gives you away. ‘Catholic’ means ‘universal’, 
but you contradict that by adding ‘Roman’. You’re only one particular 
church, one of many, not the universal church. Even though you’re the 
biggest one, that doesn’t make you universal, any more than being the 
biggest animal makes the whale the universal animal.” Another way of 
putting this challenge is to ask, as many Catholic colleges have asked 
themselves, whether we are Catholic with a capital C (i.e., Roman Catholic) 
or catholic with a small c (i.e., universal, ecumenical). Which is it? 

The answer is: both. And the answer to the first challenge—are we 
Roman or Catholic—is also: both. The Church is both (1) a concrete, 
particular church, with its center of authority at a specific place, Rome, and 
(2) the universal church for all people, for the whole world. Just as Jesus is 
one concrete individual and also the universal Savior, so his Church is one 
concrete and visible church, and also the universal instrument for salvation. 

But, the objector will reply, if you believe that the Roman Catholic 
Church is the universal instrument for salvation, then you must believe that 
no one but Catholics can be saved, that even the most saintly Protestants are 
all going to hell. 

No, we do not. The Church does not teach that. Vatican II expressly said 
that believing Protestants can be saved. They are brothers in Christ. The 
“separated brethren”, though separated, are still brethren, members of 
Christ’s family. They lack the fullness of the faith, but they can still have 
saving faith. In fact, Father Feeny in Massachusetts was excommunicated 
long before Vatican II for insisting that Protestants were all doomed to hell. 
Ironically, he found himself outside the very Church that he insisted was the 
only place for salvation, so that if he was right, he was wrong. Only if he 
was wrong could he be saved. Fortunately for him, he was wrong. 

How then is the Church universal? How is the Roman Church catholic? 
How can one thing be all things? How can the particular be universal? We 
can understand this paradox better if we look at the thing closest and most 
familiar to us that illustrates it: ourselves. A human being is both a 
particular individual and also a whole universe of experience and 


consciousness. The whole world can re-exist in an_ individual’s 
consciousness. Our minds are like mirrors. A mirror is a concrete individual 
thing, yet it also reflects all things, universally. That is why Aristotle says 
“the soul is in a way all things.” 

This ability to reflect all things in the mirror of our mind, to give the 
whole world a second life as our world, is not supernatural but natural. All 
humans have this ability just by being human. But there is also a second, 
supematural ability: to become part of the Church, Christ’s body, to be 
taken up into the life of God as the world is taken up into our life. And this 
too is universal: in Christ, “all things become new.” 

What does that assertion mean? It means that just as anything and 
everything in the material world can become a part of us, of our experience, 
so anything and everything in us, with the one exception of sin, can become 
part of Christ. In Christ God has assimilated fully “catholic”, universal, 
total humanity, not just souls but bodies too and the whole world that goes 
with bodies. Everything truly human is saved and transformed. Christ 
doesn’t take us out of the created world, but puts himself into that world. 
God does not fish us out of the sea as a fisherman catches a fish; he takes 
the whole sea with us. He promises us a resurrected body and a new earth. 
He does not rip up his original design for us to be embodied creatures; we 
do not change our species and become angels. We, the saved, the Church, 
are catholic (universal) because in and through us the whole material 
universe is transformed and saved. 

This is not speculation; this is Scripture. From the beginning, God made 
Adam (mankind) priest of creation, and at the end he promises us a new 
creation. In between, Saint Paul tells us that this whole creation is now 
“groaning and travailing together with us”. As Christ is our priest, we are 
nature’s priest; as we are divinized by Christ, nature is humanized by us. In 
both cases, the whole lesser world is invited into the greater one, with 
catholic hospitality. And the agent of the greater transformation is the 
Church. That is how the Church is universal: it gives the whole universe a 
resurrected life in and through saved humanity. Through the Church 
mankind, and through mankind the universe, is in labor with a new birth. 

It is a typically Protestant rather than Catholic sensibility to confine this 
new birth to individuals. But God did not do so; the Incarnation was out 
there in history, for the whole world, and the Incarnation was in the outer 
world what the new birth is in the inner world of the individual: Christ’s 


coming and saving and giving a new beginning. Baptism is the Incarnation 
really happening again in the life of an individual as it happened in the life 
of the world. Just as what happened on Calvary really happens in the Mass, 
so what happened in Bethlehem really happens in baptism. (I mean 
complete baptism, baptism as Scripture and the Church mean it: “being 
born again by water and the Spirit”, sacrament and faith; the two are always 
joined.) Baptism and the Incarnation are mirror images of each other. God 
works in both worlds, individual and universal, microcosm and macrocosm. 
God is catholic, complete, universal. 

A second and simpler way the Church is universal is that it is hospitable. 
It invites in all nations, races, sexes, ages, economic or social classes, and 
even all levels of sanctity, from the grossest criminal (like the thief on the 
cross) to the purest saint. Just as the ark contained male and female of every 
kind of animal, the Church gathers men and women of every kind. It is the 
ultimate equal-opportunity employer. “In Christ there is neither Jew nor 
Greek.” 

But the Church is not a melting pot. It is more like a stew. Every 
ingredient is preserved, not melted down. Individuality and differences are 
not erased. Sexual, racial, personality, and other differences that make us us 
are transformed and perfected. In the Church, black is beautiful and white is 
beautiful; men are men and women are women. “In Christ there is neither 
Jew nor Greek, neither male nor female” does not mean we are deracinated 
and neutered, but that all are equally welcome. God loves differences. 
That’s how he created the universe, by acts of discrimination: light from 
darkness, waters above from waters below, land from sea, living from 
nonliving, birds from fish, man from animals, women from men. Vive la 
difference! The Church of this God is therefore a family, not an anthill. The 
life she offers us is like salt (to use Jesus’ own image). Salt brings out the 
distinctive flavors of different foods. It makes fish fishier, eggs eggier, and 
steak steakier. That is why saints are all different, while sinners are drearily 
alike. Totalitarians and tyrants are all stereotyped; saints are unique, the 
quirkiest individuals this world has ever seen. 

A third meaning of universality is that the Church encompasses earth, 
purgatory, and heaven. The “Church militant” (the Church on earth), the 
“Church suffering” (the Church in purgatory), and the “Church triumphant” 
(the Church in heaven) are all one family. It is like a very large family with 
members living in three different countries or going to three different 


schools. In fact, earth is rather like elementary school, purgatory like high 
school, and heaven like college. 

Even hell is part of the Church’s universality. Though it is not part of the 
Church and the Church is not part of it, it is bordered and defined by the 
Church as darkness is defined by light. Hell equals the absence of the 
Church. The outer darkness is defined as outer by the bridegroom’s 
wedding party within. Some of the saints, in fact, say that the very fires of 
hell are made of the life-blood of the Church, namely the light and love of 
God. The damned experience this fire as torture because they hate it. That’s 
why they’re damned: because they hate what God is, light and love, truth 
and self-giving. Cardinal Newman, in a famous sermon, compared heaven 
to a church service, and said that even if God brought all the people in hell 
up to heaven, that would only increase their torture, like bringing someone 
who hated church into church. 

Finally, a fourth meaning of catholicity or universality is the 
eschatological one. The Church is catholic in her ultimate destiny. The 
Church is the key actor in the story of human history, for the Church is the 
extension of the Incarnation, Christ’s continued presence in the world, and 
history is “his story”. The story is still unfinished, in process. The Church’s 
universality is not yet complete. That’s the only reason history is still going 
on: to make up the complete number of the saints. Our most important job 
in this world is to help the world to end, to complete the task God put us 
here for, which is nothing less than to make up in our own bodies and lives 
what still remains to be made up of Christ’s work of suffering love to save 
the world. That is the startling doctrine Saint Paul teaches us: that we 
complete Christ! We bring Christ’s humanity to fulfillment, we complete 
his body, which is the Church. The catholicity of the Church is identical 
with the completeness of Christ’s human nature. 

One day this world will be dead and the Church will be fully born. When 
the catholicity of the Church is perfect, the world will end, as a placenta is 
sloughed off after a pregnancy. The world is raw material out of which God 
is making the Church, his people, his masterpiece. The world is like a block 
of marble out of which a great sculptor makes a statue. Once the statue is 
finished, the unused marble is thrown away. 

The ultimate point of history is the catholicity of the Church. That is “the 
mystery of faith” Saint Paul speaks of in Ephesians, hidden from all 
previous ages and now for the first time revealed in Christ: God’s plan “to 


complete all things in Christ”. The world is to be taken up into the Church, 
the Church into Christ, and Christ into the Father. Then God will be “all in 
all”. 

Thus we catch a glimpse of the ultimate meaning of everything that has 
ever happened, the very purpose of God’s creating in the first place. This 
whole universe is here for us and we are here for Christ. The universe is 
only the stage set for the saints, the stuff the Church is made from. The 
world is there for the Church, not vice versa. In one sense, of course, the 
Church is there for the world: to save the world. But to save the world 
means to make the world the Church. The world is there for the Church, to 
be made into the Church, as the block of marble is there for the statue. 

Appearances are deceiving here. They produce the inside-out illusion. It 
looks as though the Church is in the world, but really the world is in the 
Church. It’s like a play: it looks like the play is in the sets, but really the sets 
are in the play. It looks like the play takes place in its setting: the stage, the 
scenery, the sets. But really, the setting is in the play; it is an aspect of the 
play, a part of the play. Physically, the play is in the setting, but spiritually, 
the setting is in the play, it is part of the play’s meaning. So with the Church 
and the world. Physically, the Church is in the world, but spiritually the 
world is in the Church, as its setting. 

No one but a Christian knows and no one but a Catholic appreciates the 
ultimate meaning of all things. Science only explores the sets. Science has 
its proper glory, and it is a high and holy enterprise, for “the heavens 
declare the glory of God.” But the point of this universe is not galaxies and 
gases, but gods and goddesses: the creatures God has designed this cosmic 
mother to bear, the animals into whom he breathed his own breath, the 
sinners he saved and sanctified, the children he will not rest until he has 
made perfect, the only entities in the universe that he destines to become 
sharers in the divine nature. All the chemistry of life and all the providences 
of history are only means to that end. The universe is a great saint-making 
machine. All the quarks and quasars are but its gears and wheels. Its 
product is the Church. Or to use the better metaphor, as Saint Paul does, the 
universe is a gigantic mother. “The whole creation is in labor’, and the 
Church is her baby. 

The Church is universal because in her everything of value in the 
universe is preserved and purified and perfected. The world is humanized in 
us and we are divinized in Christ. The humanity that Christ divinizes is a 


humanity in which the universe has been humanized; and the universe no 
more loses its nature in us than we lose our human nature in Christ. Thus 
the Catholic Church, the universal Church, is more universal than the 
universe. 
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The Four Marks of the Church: 
Apostolicity 


Apostolic succession dates from the very first generation of the Church. 
The twelve apostles not only were called to be with Christ for the three 
years of his public ministry but also were appointed by him to teach and 
rule in his name: “He who hears you, hears me.” The original apostles 
appointed successors before they died by laying on of hands (Holy Orders). 
No one but an apostle could appoint another apostle. The laying on of hands 
was not a mere symbol of an administrative decision, but a sacred rite, a 
sacrament. Although the seven sacraments were not clearly defined and 
enumerated until much later, in the Middle Ages, they existed from the 
beginning, for they were all instituted by Christ himself, and the Church 
continued to practice them in obedience to his command. If a Protestant 
were to ask you how you know this, the answer is: for the same reason we 
both know about Christ—his apostles have told us, his Church has taught 
us. (One of the ways the Church has taught us is by writing and canonizing 
the New Testament.) 

The line of apostles and their successors, called bishops (episkopoi, 
Overseers), was never broken. For nearly two thousand years there have 
been apostles, and the Church will be apostolic until the end of time. 
Whatever other changes may come, apostolicity cannot change; it is a 
defined mark of the true Church. The pope may wander the earth barefoot, 
begging. The Vatican may move to Moscow. Protestants may unite with 
Rome. Priests may be allowed to marry. But there will always be bishops. 

Paradoxically, apostolicity is the only one of the four marks of the 
Church not mentioned in the Apostles’ Creed. The creed of the apostles 
could take apostolicity for granted. But by Nicaea, in the fourth century, it 
had to be specified. The fact that apostolic succession is defined as early as 
Nicaea and practiced as early as the first century is a very strong historical 
case against Protestantism, which does not have or even claim apostolic 
succession. This fourth mark of the Church distinguishes the ark from the 
many little lifeboats even more sharply than the other three. It is a crucially 
important question to know just who speaks in Christ’s name, who succeeds 


to his commission, “He who hears you, hears me.” Many claim to speak in 
his name, but they contradict each other, which he never does. Nor is he 
divided. 

Protestants can make out a case for their churches having unity (spiritual, 
not visible) and holiness and catholicity (again, spiritual, not visible); but 
they do not even claim apostolic succession as Catholics do. Methodists call 
their church leaders “bishops”, but do not claim literal apostolic succession. 
Anglicans claim it and may have it; theologians are divided on this 
question. And Eastern Orthodox churches both claim it and have it, and 
Rome accepts this claim. All they lack is adherence to the papacy. Because 
they are so close, the Holy Father has quietly resolved that reunion with the 
Eastern Church must be a top priority. A friend in Rome tells me that he 
will consider his papacy a failure if this reunion is not accomplished by the 
year 2000. 

All Christians are apostolic in a general and spiritual sense, for an apostle 
is one who is sent (apo-stello), and all Christians are sent by God. They are 
also called out (ek-klesia, church). But only the specific and visible Church 
has the specific and visible apostolic succession in addition to the general 
and spiritual one. 

The fourth mark of the Church, let it be admitted at once, is not as grand, 
as soaring, as inspiring as the other three at first sight. Apostolicity is the 
Church’s nuts and bolts, so to speak; how it works, how it is structured. 
This fourth mark is earthy, human, practical, yet it is in a sense the most 
important mark of all. For one thing, it is the most clear and concrete and 
distinctive mark of the true Church, the simplest sign for “shoppers”. For 
another thing, it is our historical connection with Christ himself. Without 
the apostolic magisterium (teaching authority) of the Church, our continuity 
with Christ becomes uncertain, subjective, and merely individual. The 
terribly important question to which apostolic succession is the answer is: 
How are we made contemporaries with Christ? What link spans the 
nineteen centuries that separate us from our Lord? How do we know what 
Christ really taught? How do we know what to believe? 

Most of what we believe about secular as well as sacred matters we 
believe because we trust the authority of our teachers, formal or informal 
(parents, friends, books, even newscasters). Why do we believe in Christ? 
He no longer walks the earth in visible human form. Why do we believe he 
rose from the dead? Why do we believe the good news? Why do we hope 


for heaven? Why do we not despair on our deathbeds? The question, you 
see, turns out to be rather important! And the answer is: because the Church 
has told us about Christ through her succession of apostolic teachers 
(bishops). The Church’s essential task is to be an eyewitness to Christ and 
his Resurrection. The Church is the eleventh-hour news, and the apostles 
are the cameramen. 

An immediate corollary is that if the Church does not seem trustworthy 
to people, they will not trust and believe the gospel. People decide what to 
believe more on the basis of personal trust than reason, by determining 
whom to believe rather than what or why to believe. Thus holiness is 
necessary for apostolicity to work. If the Church is not holy and honest and 
trustworthy, her message will not sell, for it will not sell itself: it is 
“foolishness to the world”. People believe this “foolishness” for the same 
reason they believed Christ’s “foolishness”, because they believed him. 

There must be apostolic succession because there must be historical 
continuity, and there must be historical continuity because our faith is not 
based on ideas or ideals, abstract possibilities, but on eyewitnessed 
historical events. The original apostles’ message (kerygma) always centered 
on the decisive event of Christ’s Resurrection. Look at any sermon in Acts. 
So central, in fact, was the Resurrection to Paul’s preaching that the 
Athenians at first thought he was preaching two new gods. Jesus and 
Anastasis (Resurrection). 

It is sometimes with a wonderful shock that we realize how earthily 
concrete our faith is. Visitors to the Holy Land often say that their 
pilgrimage was deeply satisfying to them despite the hustle and the 
hucksters because “I walked today where Jesus walked. This very pebble 
that I hold in my hand may well have touched Jesus’ toes. He was here, 
right here, really here!” Our faith is not like an airplane soaring off into 
beautiful blue emptiness but like an earthly hand reaching out to touch a 
flesh and blood man: “That which was from the beginning, which we have 
heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked upon and 
touched with our hands”. And this touchable man appointed twelve 
touchable men to tell the world what they had touched and seen. This 
appointing continues. That is the essence of apostolic succession. 

The electricity of the real events of gospel history continues to course 
through the wire of the Church because of its apostolicity. That is why the 
Church’s message can be electrifying, as was Jesus’ message that day in the 


synagogue when, having read an Old Testament prophecy about himself, he 
closed the book and said, to the ears and eyes that turned to him with the 
stock-still anticipation that surrounds decisive moments that are about to 
change lives and even worlds, “Today is this Scripture fulfilled in your 
hearing.” Suddenly, a book leaps out from its pages and becomes a person. 
Suddenly, we realize that the word of God is not just a what but a who. 

Apostolicity is one thing with two faces. One face looks back on history 
and makes our faith concretely real. The other looks forward to our task to 
tell the world. Christ’s last command before his ascension was: “Go out into 
all the world and preach the good news.” That is the Church’s “great 
commission”, her apostolic task. She does that not only by words but also 
by deeds. Even ethics, for the Christian, is not abstract, not mere imitation 
of an ideal figure or obedience to a law; it is showing forth Christ, it is the 
fruit of the vine of which we are branches. It is the result of Christ’s 
historical invasion of our world and our lives, and the fruit of our encounter 
with him through his apostles. Even ethics is apostolic. 

Both of the faces of apostolicity, what we are “sent” from and what we 
are sent to, are the face of Christ. An apostle is one sent by Christ to 
proclaim Christ, to complete his work. The church is the continuation of the 
Incarnation. What would Christ do in India? Look at Mother Teresa. What 
would Christ do in the Middle Ages? Look at Saint Francis. How would 
Christ theologize? Look at Saint Thomas. What would Christ be as a 
woman? Look at Saint Catherine, Saint Teresa. 

What the Church is sent apostolically to do is to make saints, i.e., to 
make humans completely human. This phrase, completely human, is often 
misused today to mean its exact opposite, to reduce the Church’s 
supernatural task to a merely natural one. But the Church betrays her 
mission and her Lord if she lets psychologists and sociologists who do not 
know Christ as her source dictate her end. We are sent to be completely 
human as Christ was, to love as he loved, not to be nice, not to “have a nice 
day”, not to pitch in a little bit to help build what everyone else is building. 
No, we are sent with a distinctive task: to build an eternal kingdom, a 
different building. We live in two worlds, and we rightly cooperate in 
building this one too, but the Church’s raison d’étre is not to be one more 
social service agency but to be the one and only ark of eternal salvation, to 
be Christ to the world. This includes social service and liberation of the 
poor. Christ healed some bodies, but as a sign of his essential mission to 


heal all souls. Christ loved and liberated the poor, but as a sign of his love 
and liberation of our spiritual poverty. His work in time was a sign of his 
work for eternity. Even Lazarus had to die again, but “he who believes in 
me will never die.” 

The apostolic Church is sent to be Christ to the world. This is not a 
comfortable thought. Eleven of the first twelve apostles were martyred. 
That is the norm. Christ himself says so: “If they hated me, they will hate 
you also.” We are called “not to be understood, but to understand, not to be 
loved, but to love”. When we love as Christ loved, we will find a cross, as 
he did. If the world prepares no crosses for us, then we are not loving 
enough, not loving as he loved, not fulfilling our apostolic vocation. “Woe 
unto you when all men speak well of you, for so they spoke of the false 
prophets.” The Church is a prophet-making organization, not a profit- 
making organization. 

Prophet, apostle, and church are three aspects of one thing. Prophet 
means mouthpiece; Apostle means sent. And Church means called out. Our 
bishops are apostolically sent to speak prophetically to us about what we 
are called out to, what we are sent to, and what we too are called to 
prophesy to the world about: our faith. And our faith is: to live with Christ 
in love, to die with Christ in hope, and to rise with Christ in glory. 


B. THE CHURCHES: 
PROTESTANT AND CATHOLIC 
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The Nature of the Church 


I was a Protestant (Dutch Reformed) for the first twenty-one years of my 
life. Becoming a Catholic was one of the two best things I ever did—that, 
and marrying the greatest woman in the world. Yet, I have never lost my 
respect and affection for the faith of my Protestant friends. This part of the 
book is designed to help Catholics understand the most serious Protestant 
objections to Catholicism and to answer them. 

Such a task is necessary, not optional. We have entered upon a new age 
of ecumenism. Battle lines are being radically clarified and redrawn. It is 
finally becoming clear (almost everywhere except in Northern Ireland, it 
seems) to both “sides” that we have misidentified our real enemies; that an 
orthodox Catholic and an orthodox Protestant have far more in common 
than either has with a Modernist in his own church. For the questions that 
divide Protestants from Catholics, like whether popes are infallible, are 
obviously less important than the questions that divide orthodox Christians 
from Modernists, like whether Christ really rose from the dead. If popes are 
not infallible, then our certainty about dogma may be in trouble, but “if 
Christ is not risen from the dead, your faith is vain and you are still in your 
sins.” 

More misunderstanding and hostility have been overcome in the last 
thirty years than in the previous three hundred, in large part because of 
Vatican II and the last four popes, all of whom have placed dialogue with 
Protestants high on their agenda. In fact, John Paul IT announced that one of 
the three priority items for his pontificate was reunion, first with Eastern 
Orthodoxy. (The other two were cleaning up the church in America and 
preventing a nuclear war.) 

Healing the schism of 1054 with Eastern Orthodoxy involves overcoming 
far fewer obstacles than healing the division of the Protestant Reformation, 
of course. Yet we may not abandon even that harder hope, for it is clearly 
our Lord’s will that we be “one flock, with one shepherd”. Our divisions are 
not necessary, not in the nature of things. They all began in history, and they 
can end in history. 

One thing we can do to help is to understand our Protestant “separated 
brethren”. This task involves understanding how they understand us, or 


misunderstand us. That is our topic here. 

The umbrella issue that separates us, under which the other issues stand, 
is the nature and authority of the Church, for all the things that Catholics 
believe in that Protestants don’t (eg., the seven sacraments, 
transubstantiation, praying to saints, Mary’s Immaculate Conception and 
Assumption, papal infallibility), Catholics believe in because of the 
teaching authority of the Church. 

What is the Church? As Pope John XXIII put it, she is our mater et 
magistra (mother and teacher), but she is our mother before she is our 
teacher. We are born into a spiritual family, not by physical birth but by 
faith, and baptism. This spiritual family has various names. The three most 
important ones are (1) the Church, ek-klesia, literally the called-out ones, 
those who are called by God out of the world to be part of his new world, 
new kingdom; (2) the mystical body of Christ, Christ’s own hands and feet; 
(3) the people of God, the family of God. 

How do Protestants understand the Church? Because everything I have 
just said about the Church is clearly taught in Scripture and because 
orthodox Protestants believe everything in Scripture, they believe all these 
things. Where, then, is the disagreement? 

For one thing, it is a difference in emphasis. Protestants are more 
individualistic than Catholics. They tend to think that individuals are saved 
first and then join a sort of society of the saved. Catholics think, rather, that 
being saved is to be put into the Church, as Noah’s family was saved by 
being put into the ark. (The Fathers of the Church often used Noah’s ark as 
a symbol for the Church, by the way. When you compare the variety of 
creatures in both vessels, the comparison seems apt). 

But Protestants too have to admit that the Church is not just a human 
social club but of divine origin because Scripture clearly teaches this. 
Where, then, do they differ with us? Their criticism is usually that Catholics 
ignore the need to make an individual, personal decision for Christ, or 
choice to believe; that Catholics think they can be born into the faith, 
inheriting salvation from their parents. 

But this is not a doctrinal disagreement. It is a practical, pastoral concern. 
Most Protestants are willing to admit that individualism is a mistake, and 
most Catholics are willing to admit that being bom into faith is a 
misunderstanding. Where, then, is the doctrinal, dogmatic disagreement 
about the Church? 


Perhaps it concerns the authority of the Church. Let’s assume that both 
Protestants and Catholics understand the true nature of authority: that it 
means right, not might, in fact, “author’s rights”, and that in Christ it is 
wielded by love and service, not by lording it over others. Once Protestants 
understand this definition and understand that Catholics understand it too, 
the fear of the authority of the Church is largely dissipated. 

Because Protestants accept Scripture and because Scripture clearly 
teaches the authority of the Church (“He who hears you, hears me,” said 
Christ to his apostles), Protestants admit that the Church has authority. But 
some of them restrict this authority to the first generation of apostles, 
forgetting that these apostles themselves authorized successors, bishops. If 
you believe in the authority of Christ and Scripture, you must believe in the 
authority of the apostles because according to Scripture Christ authorized 
them; and if you believe in the authority of the apostles, you must believe in 
the authority of their successors because the apostles authorized them. 

Some Protestants will accept this succession in principle but say that the 
Catholic Church has betrayed its authority by misusing it (this argument 
confuses the person with the office) or that the Church claims too much 
authority (but how do they know what is too much?) or that the Catholic 
Church is not the only church with divinely commissioned authority. This 
last idea is quite unscriptural, for Christ never spoke of “churches”, only the 
“Church”. He is not a polygamist. 

Protestants reply that these references to the one Church apply only to the 
“Church invisible”, not to the “Church visible”. But although the Church is 
invisible (mystical), it is also visible, and visibly one, in Scripture. Saint 
Paul was utterly scandalized at the beginnings of denominationalism in 
Corinth. 

Some Protestants think Catholics hold that the Catholic Church is 
divinely inspired, like Scripture, and has the authority to invent new 
dogmas. This is a misunderstanding. The Church does not claim divine 
inspiration to add to revelation, only providential protection to safeguard it 
from subtraction. Even the dogmas not explicitly found in Scripture, like 
papal infallibility and Mary’s Assumption, are not new but old. The Church 
merely defined the doctrines that had been believed and lived from the 
beginning. 

Papal infallibility certainly seems to be a specifically Catholic dogma 
that Protestants cannot accept. But they often misunderstand it. First, they 


often think of the pope as an autocrat rather than as the head of a body. (A 
head is part of a body, not floating above it in the air.) Second, they often 
think of the Church along political lines and want it to be a democracy. But 
Scripture thinks of the Church along organic lines, and no organic body is a 
democracy. Third, they often misunderstand infallibility as attaching to the 
Pope personally. In fact, it attaches to the office, not the person, and only 
when defining a doctrine of faith or morals. 

Perhaps in my haste I have overlooked something. But it seems that all 
the differences between Protestants and Catholics on this fundamental, 
divisive issue, the nature and authority of the Church, come down to (1) 
differences in emphasis, (2) practical, pastoral criticisms, (3) scripturally 
answerable arguments, or (4) misunderstandings. If this is so, then there is 
no obstacle in principle to reunion without compromise of dogma. 

This morning, while receiving the Eucharist, the thought struck me: 
“How different we are from Protestants: they have no eucharistic Real 
Presence!” But then a second thought struck me: “How like them we are 
even while receiving the Eucharist, for the whole point of the Eucharist is 
that very Christ whom they too love as their whole point and end and 
meaning.” Our signs are richer, but the one signified is the same. He comes 
to us down different roads (e.g., the Mass), but the one who comes to fetch 
and fondle his sheep is one. And he wants to fetch them all home to be one. 
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The Authority of the Bible 


Protestants come in two different sizes: traditional, or orthodox, Protestants, 
who follow the teachings of the Protestant “Church Fathers”, Luther, 
Calvin, Zwingli, and Knox; and Modernist, or liberal, Protestants. The 
clearest litmus test to distinguish the two is their attitudes toward the Bible. 
Modernists reduce the Bible to a human book. This low view of Scripture 
they (naturally) call “higher criticism”. They are the “demythologizers”. 
Because they dis-myth the Bible, let us dismiss them for now and explore 
the dialogue between orthodox Protestants and Catholics. 

We should explore four questions, not just one: how orthodox Protestants 
experience the Bible, how they think Catholics experience it, what they 
believe about the Bible, and what they think Catholics believe about it. It is 
important to begin with experience, with the spirituality of the Bible, for 
this is the key to understanding the beliefs about it. 

How, then, do Protestants experience the Bible? First of all, it is sacred. It 
is God’s word to man, not man’s words about God. In it God spoke and 
continues to speak, not only to humanity at large but also to the individual. 

Second, it is what Catholics would call sacramental: that is, it helps to 
effect what it signifies. It does not do this by its own power (ex opere 
operato) but only by the power of the reader’s faith; so in Catholic terms it 
is not a sacrament but a sacramental. 

Third, it is truth—not just truth as logical correctness, but truth as food, 
nourishment, solid substance. Protestants echo the words of Jeremiah 
(15:26): “Thy words were found and I ate them, and thy words became to 
me a joy and the delight of my heart.” 

Fourth, it is certain and sure, a rock in a marshmallow world, an absolute 
in a relativistic age, an anchor in a stormy sea. For Protestants, Scripture 
rather than Peter is the rock on which the Church is founded. 

Fifth and most important of all, it is a place where we meet Christ. Christ, 
the word of God, comes to us through Scripture, the word of God. It is no 
coincidence that the same title is given to the man and the book, for the 
whole point of this book is this man. (See Jn 5:39.) 

All this is quite Catholic, you say. How then do Protestants think we 
experience the Bible? The classic Protestant suspicion is that Catholics fear 


the Bible; that the Church forbade the laity to read it for centuries because if 
that had been allowed, the people would have seen how unscriptural 
Catholic doctrines were. 

This is simply historically untrue, of course, but it is still widely believed 
by Protestants. The belief is dying, though, in the face of the strong 
encouragement by Vatican II and all recent popes to Catholic laity to read 
Scripture regularly. This encouragement has done more to win Protestant 
respect than anything that has come from Rome since the Reformation. 

Protestants fear that we have feared the Bible ever since Luther 
discovered its dynamite. The Reformation really began when Luther 
experienced the liberating power of the gospel in his Bible but not in his 
Church; when grace replaced guilt and faith replaced legalism in Luther’s 
life upon the occasion of his reading the New Testament, especially 
Romans. That is where he found his keystone doctrine, justification by 
faith. 

We shall explore this doctrine in the next essay. Suffice it to say now that 
Catholicism is not legalism, though this is often news to Protestants; that we 
read and believe the same Bible, including its clear teaching that we are 
saved by God’s free grace, not by working our way into heaven. Protestants 
often simply cannot believe their ears when we tell them this, as the pope 
told the German Lutheran bishops. 

Orthodox Protestant belief about Scripture can be summarized in three 
main points: Scripture is inspired, infallible, and sufficient. First, it is 
inspired. Each of its books has at least two authors, one human and one 
divine. The primary author is God, whose Spirit inspired (in-breathed) and 
guided each human author as an instrument to say exactly what God wanted 
to reveal to the world. 

Second, it is therefore free from error, or infallible, for God does not 
goof. Fundamentalists insist on even scientific and historical infallibility, 
though it seems to other Protestants unnecessary nitpicking to make the 
divine authority of the Bible depend on whether the soldiers in 
Sennacherib’s army were counted accurately. 

It is the third belief, the sufficiency of Scripture alone (sola scriptura), 
that separates Protestants from Catholics. Protestants do not believe any 
doctrine they do not clearly find in Scripture (e.g., transubstantiation, 
Mary’s Assumption, the seven sacraments). 


What do they think we believe about Scripture? That it is second to the 
Church and that the Church teaches things quite independent of it. They 
think that we, like the Pharisees condemned by Jesus, confuse human 
tradition with divine revelation, “teaching as doctrines the precepts of 
men, .. . making the word of God void through your tradition” (Mk 7:7, 
13). Their information is mistaken, but their motives are high. In fact, given 
this mistake, their criticism is admirable. But we must now look at the 
mistake. 

We have seen (1) the Protestant experience of Scripture, (2) the 
Protestant idea of the Catholic experience of Scripture, (3) the Protestant 
belief about Scripture, and (4) the Protestant idea of the Catholic belief 
about Scripture. The first and third points are largely right and admirable; 
but the second and fourth are mistaken. Catholics can and do agree with all 
the positive Protestant points about Scripture but correct the negative ones. 
These are the sola scriptura and the misunderstandings of Catholic attitudes 
and doctrines. Let us now summarize what such a fraternal correction 
should be. 

There are at least four things wrong with the sola scriptura doctrine. 
First, it separates Church and Scripture. But they are one. They are not two 
rival horses in the authority race, but one rider (the Church) on one horse 
(Scripture). The Church as writer, canonizer, and interpreter of Scripture is 
not another source of revelation but the author and guardian and teacher of 
the one source, Scripture. We are not taught by a teacher without a book or 
by a book without a teacher, but by one teacher, the Church, with one book, 
Scripture. 

Second, sola scriptura is self-contradictory, for it says we should believe 
only Scripture, but Scripture never says this! If we believe only what 
Scripture teaches, we will not believe sola scriptura, for Scripture does not 
teach sola scriptura. 

Third, sola scriptura violates the principle of causality: that an effect 
cannot be greater than its cause. The Church (the apostles) wrote Scripture, 
and the successors of the apostles, the bishops of the Church, decided on the 
canon, the list of books to be declared scriptural and infallible. If Scripture 
is infallible, then its cause, the Church, must also be infallible. 

Fourth, there is the practical argument that private interpretation leads to 
denominationalism. Let five hundred people interpret the Bible without 
Church authority and there will soon be five hundred denominations. But 


denominationalism is an intolerable scandal by scriptural standards—see 
John 17:20-23 and 1 Corinthians 1:10-17. 

Fifth, sola scriptura is unhistorical, for the first generation of Christians 
did not have the New Testament, only the Church, to teach them. 

Finally, we must clear up two misunderstandings. 

First, the Catholic Church does not claim to be divinely inspired to add 
any new doctrines, only divinely protected to preserve and interpret the old 
ones, the deposit of faith. It does not affirm additions but denies 
subtractions. 

Second, all the doctrines of the Church derive from Scripture. Saint 
Thomas Aquinas identifies sacra doctrina, sacred teaching or divine 
revelation, with Scripture. 

Even the Marian doctrines fit these two criteria. For example, Christians 
believed in the Assumption from the beginning, not from 1954, when it was 
defined. And the Marian doctrines are based on what Scripture tells us 
about Mary. 

Our answer to Protestant objections must come on two fronts, for the 
objections come on two fronts: experiential as well as doctrinal. Protestant 
arguments spring from Protestant loves and fears—love of Scripture and 
fear that Catholics miss or mitigate that love. Only by loving and living 
Scripture can we prove to Protestants that we are brothers and therefore 
should not remain separated. Ecumenism and the road to reunion begin 
here, with Scripture as our common road map. How dare we know and love 
it any less than Protestants? It’s our own Book! 
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Justification by Faith 


The Protestant Reformation began when a Catholic monk rediscovered a 
Catholic doctrine in a Catholic book. The monk, of course, was Luther; the 
doctrine was justification by faith; and the book was the Bible. One of the 
tragic ironies of Christian history is that the deepest split in the history of 
the Church, and the one that has occasioned the most persecution, hatred, 
and bloody wars on both sides, from the Peasants’ War of Luther’s day 
through the Thirty Years’ War, which claimed a larger percentage of the 
population of many parts of central Europe than any other war in history, 
including the two world wars, to the present-day agony in Northern Ireland 
—this split between Protestant and Catholic originated in a 
misunderstanding. And to this day many Catholics and many Protestants 
still do not realize that fact. 

Luther’s story is well known. Passionate, impetuous, demanding, 
sensitive, and pessimistic in temperament, Luther had never been able to 
find inner peace. He could not overcome his sense of guilt despite all his 
good works, prayers, penances, and alms. His confessor advised him to read 
Romans. No more historically momentous advice was ever given by a 
confessor. In Romans Luther discovered the simple bombshell truth that 
God had forgiven his sins freely, not because of Luther’s works in Germany 
but because of Christ’s work on Calvary. That discovery freed Luther’s 
spirit and ignited a fire that swept over Europe. The watchword of the 
Reformation became Saint Paul’s summary of the gospel: “The just 
[justified, saved] shall live [have eternal life] by faith [in Christ]” (Rom 
1:17). 

Where then do good works come in? In Christian Liberty, Luther 
explains that after the great liberation about faith—that we are saved by 
faith in Christ’s work, not by our works—comes a great liberation about 
works: they need not be done slavishly, to buy our way into heaven, to pile 
up merits or Brownie points with God, but can be done freely and 
spontaneously and naturally, out of gratitude to God—not to get to heaven 
but because heaven has already gotten to us. Thus they can be done for the 
sake of our neighbor, not for our own sake, to purchase salvation. And this 


is winsome. No one wants to be loved as someone else’s good deed for the 
day. 

The origin of the Reformation is often said to be Luther’s act of nailing 
ninety-five theses against the sale of indulgences to the door of the church 
in Wittenberg. This event is celebrated as Reformation Day (October 31, 
1517). Luther’s decision to go public was occasioned by the scandal of 
Tetzel, a Dominican monk who shamelessly peddled forgiveness of sins for 
a fee. He even had a singing commercial: “Sobald das Geld im Kasten 
klingt, / Die Seele aus dem Fegfeuer springt!” (“As soon as the money 
clinks in the casket, the soul springs free from the fires of purgatory!”) The 
story was told of the thief who asked Tetzel whether he could buy 
forgiveness for all his future sins as well as his past sins. Tetzel said yes, but 
it would cost him a thousand gold pieces. The thief paid the money, took 
the indulgence, and then stole back the money from Tetzel! 

But the scandal of selling indulgences was only the catalyst, not the 
cause, of the Reformation. The Church soon cleaned up its act and forbade 
the sale of indulgences at the Council of Trent, agreeing with Luther on this 
point. But one does not split the Church over a practice; one splits the 
Church over a doctrine, for the Church can change its practice but never its 
doctrine. To change a practice, one stays in the Church; to change a 
doctrine, one must start a new Church. 

Luther eventually came to reject many Catholic doctrines that he thought 
he could not find in Scripture. But only one justified his bold words before 
the Diet of Worms, which condemned him: “Here I stand. I cannot do 
otherwise. God help me.” The doctrine was justification by faith. The 
justification of Luther’s faith, he thought, was the doctrine of justification 
by faith. 

For everything is at stake here. The question is nothing less than how to 
get to heaven. Luther thought the Catholic Church was teaching not only 
heresy (heretics always call orthodoxy heresy, by the way) but another 
religion, another way of salvation, “another gospel” (Gal 1:6). That’s about 
as serious a charge as you can imagine. We need to examine this charge 
very carefully to justify the surprising claim that the fundamental dispute 
between Protestants and Catholics was due to a misunderstanding. 

It certainly doesn’t look like a misunderstanding. It looks like a flat-out 
contradiction: the Catholic Church taught that we are saved by faith and 


good works, while Luther taught that we are saved by faith alone (sola 
fide). But appearances may be deceiving. 

For one thing, even if the two sides did disagree about the relationship 
between faith and works, they both agreed (1) that faith is absolutely 
necessary for salvation and (2) that we are absolutely commanded by God 
to do good works. Both these two points are unmistakably clear in 
Scripture. 

For another thing, the terms of the dispute are ambiguous or used in two 
different senses. When terms are ambiguous, the two sides may really 
disagree when they seem to agree because they agree only on the word, not 
the concept. Or the two sides may really agree when they seem to disagree 
because they agree on the concept but not the word. The latter holds true 
here. 

When Luther taught that we are saved by faith alone, he meant by 
salvation only the initial step, justification, being put right with God. But 
when Trent said we are saved by good works as well as faith, they meant by 
salvation the whole process by which God brings us to our eternal destiny 
and that process includes repentance, faith, hope, and charity, the works of 
love. 

The word faith was also used in two different senses. Luther used it in the 
broad sense of the person’s acceptance of God’s offer of salvation. It 
included repentance, faith, hope, and charity. This is the sense Saint Paul 
uses in Romans. But in 1 Corinthians 13, Paul uses it in a more specific 
sense, as just one of the three theological virtues, with hope and charity 
added to it. In this narrower sense faith alone is not sufficient for salvation, 
for hope and charity must be present also. That is the sense used by the old 
Baltimore Catechism too: faith is “an act of the intellect, prompted by the 
will, by which we believe what has been revealed on the grounds of the 
authority of God, who revealed it”. 

This “faith”, though prompted by the will, is an act of the intellect. 
Though necessary for salvation, it is not sufficient. Even the devils have this 
faith, as Saint James writes: “Do you believe that there is only one God? 
Good! The demons also believe—and tremble with fear” (James 2:19). That 
is why James says, “It is by his actions that a person is put right with God, 
and not by his faith alone” (James 2:24). Luther, however, called James’ 
epistle “an epistle of straw”. He did not understand James’ point (applied to 


Abraham’s faith): “Can’t you see? His faith and his action worked together; 
his faith was made perfect through his actions” (James 2:22). 

Faith is the root, the necessary beginning. Hope is the stem, the energy 
that makes the plant grow. Love is the fruit, the flower, the visible product, 
the bottom line. The plant of our new life in Christ is one; the life of God 
comes into us by faith, through us by hope, and out of us by the works of 
love. That is clearly the biblical view, and when Protestants and Catholics 
who know and believe the Bible discuss the issue sincerely, it is amazing 
how quickly and easily they come to understand and agree with each other 
on this, the fundamental divisive issue. Try it some time with your 
Protestant friend. 

But many Catholics to this day have not learned the Catholic and biblical 
doctrine. They think we are saved by good intentions or being nice or 
sincere or trying a little harder or doing a sufficient number of good deeds. 
Over the past twenty-five years I have asked hundreds of Catholic college 
students the question: If you should die tonight and God asks you why he 
should let you into heaven, what would you answer? The vast majority of 
them simply do not know the right answer to this, the most important of all 
questions, the very essence of Christianity. They usually do not even 
mention Jesus! 

Until we Catholics know the foundation, Protestants are not going to 
listen to us when we try to teach them about the upper stories of the 
building. Perhaps God allows the Protestant / Catholic division to persist 
not only because Protestants have abandoned many precious truths taught 
by the Church but also because many Catholics have never been taught the 
most precious truth of all, that salvation is a free gift of grace, accepted by 
faith. I remember vividly the thrill of discovery when, as a young Protestant 
at Calvin College, I read Saint Thomas Aquinas and the Council of Trent on 
justification. I did not find what I had been told I would find, “another 
gospel” of do-it-yourself salvation by works, but a clear and forceful 
statement that we can do nothing without God’s grace, and that this grace, 
accepted by faith, is what, saves us. 

The split of the Protestant Reformation began when a Catholic 
discovered a Catholic doctrine in a Catholic book. It can end only when 
both Protestants and Catholics do the same thing today and understand what 
they are doing: discovering a Catholic doctrine in a Catholic book. 
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The Sacraments 


Adult conversion to Catholicism involves more than adding a few new 
beliefs. It means a whole new world and life view. No ingredient in that 
new perspective was more of a shock to my old Protestant sensibilities 
when I became a Catholic than the idea that the God-man is really present 
in, and not just symbolized by, what appears to be a wafer of bread and a 
cup of wine. It seemed scandalous! 

It has ceased to scandalize me, though it has not ceased to amaze me, that 
Almighty God suffers me to touch him, move him and eat him! Imagine! 
When I move my hand to my mouth with the Host, I move God through 
space. When I put him here, he is here. When I put him there, he is there. 
The Prime Mover lets me move him where I will. It is as amazing as the 
Incarnation itself, for it is the Incarnation, the continuation of the 
Incarnation. 

I think I understand how the typical Protestant feels about 
Sacramentalism not only because I was a Protestant but because it is a 
natural and universal feeling. The Catholic doctrine of the sacraments is 
shocking to everyone. It should be a shock to Catholics too. But familiarity 
breeds dullness. 

To Protestants, sacraments must be one of two things: either mere 
symbols, reminders, like words; or else real magic. And the Catholic 
definition of a sacrament—a visible sign instituted by Christ to give grace, a 
sign that really effects what it symbolizes—sounds like magic. Catholic 
doctrine teaches that the sacraments work ex opere operate, i.e., objectively, 
though not impersonally and automatically like machines. They are gifts 
that come from without but must be freely received. 

Protestants are usually much more comfortable with a merely symbolic 
view of sacraments, for their faith is primarily verbal, not sacramental. 
After all, it is the Bible that looms so large in the center of their horizon. 
They believe in creation and Incarnation and Resurrection only because 
they are in the Bible. The material events are surrounded by the holy words. 
The Catholic sensibility is the inside-out version of this: the words are 
surrounded by the holy facts. To the Catholic sensibility it is not primarily 


words but matter that is holy because God created it, incarnated himself in 
it, raised it from death, and took it to heaven with him in his ascension. 

Orthodox Protestants believe these scriptural dogmas, of course, just as 
surely as Catholics do. But they do not, I think, feel the crude, even vulgar 
facticity of them as strongly. That’s why they do not merely disagree with 
but are profoundly shocked by the real presence and transubstantiation. 
Luther, by the way, taught the real presence and something much closer to 
transubstantiation than most Protestants believe, namely consubstantiation, 
the belief that Christ’s body and blood are really present in the Eucharist, 
but so are the bread and wine. Catholics believe the elements are changed; 
Lutherans believe they are added to. 

Most Protestants believe the Eucharist only symbolizes Christ, though 
some, following Calvin, add that it is an occasion for special grace, a sign 
and a seal, But though I was a Calvinist for twenty one years, I do not 
remember any emphasis on that notion. Much more often, I heard the 
contrast between the Protestant “spiritual” interpretation and the Catholic 
“material”, “magical” one. 

The basic objection Protestants have to sacramentalism is this: How can 
divine grace depend on matter, something passive and unfree? Isn’t it unfair 
for God’s grace to depend on anything other than his will and mine? I felt 
that objection strongly until I realized that the sheer fact that I have a body 
—this body, with this heredity, which came to me and still comes to me 
without my choice—is also “unfair”. One gets a healthy body, another does 
not. As one philosopher said, “Life isn’t fair.” 

It’s the very nature of the material world we live in, the very fact of a 
material world at all, that is so “unfair” that it moved Ivan Karamazov to 
rebellion against God in that profoundest and most Christian novel, 
Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov. As he explains to his believing 
brother Alyosha, “It’s not God that I can’t accept, it’s this world of his”—a 
world in which bad things happen to good people and good things happen 
to bad people. But it might be better than fair rather than less, gift rather 
than payment, grace rather than justice, “fair” as “beautiful” rather than 
“fair” as “rational”—like a sacrament. 

In fact, the world is a sacrament. We receive God through every material 
reality (though not in the same special way as in the sacraments proper). 
The answer to the Protestant objection to the unfairness of the sacraments is 


that only a world of pure spirit would be perfectly fair. Only angels get 
exactly what they deserve individually. 

Praise God, we get infinitely more than we deserve! The sacraments 
remind us that the whole world is a sacrament, a sacred thing, a gift; and the 
sacramental character of the world reminds us of the central sacrament, the 
Incarnation, continued among us in the seven sacraments of the Church, 
especially in the Eucharist. The sacramental view of the world and the 
Catholic doctrine of the sacraments illuminate each other like large and 
small mirrors. 

Both the sacrament of the world and the sacrament of 
Incarnation / Eucharist also remind us that we too are sacramental, matter 
made holy by spirit. Our bodies are not corpses moved by ghosts, or cars 
steered by angels, but temples of the Holy Spirit. In our bodies, especially 
our faces, matter is transmuted into meaning. The eyes are the windows of 
the soul. 

Protestants sometimes object to the sacraments by asking whether a 
baby’s eternal destiny is altered if the water of baptism does not quite reach 
his forehead before the church building falls on him and kills him, or 
whether a penitent who gets run over and killed by a truck while crossing 
the street on his way to a sacramental confession will suffer hell or a longer 
purgatory only because the truck happened to hit him before rather than 
after confession. The answer to such a question is: not necessarily. We do 
not know God’s plan unless he reveals it to us, and he has revealed the 
sacraments. But not only the sacraments. The early Church called the death 
of martyrs who had no opportunity for baptism “the baptism of blood”, and 
the intention (explicit or even implicit) to be baptized “the baptism of 
desire” (thus allowing good, God-seeking pagans into heaven). This 
Catholic doctrine of “back-door grace” seems shifty verbal trickery to many 
Protestants, but it is necessary to preserve two undeniable truths: first, that 
we are commanded to receive the sacraments and told that “unless you eat 
my body and drink my blood, you have no life in you” and, second, that 
God is just and merciful and does not deny grace to any who seek it. 

Perhaps we Catholics are like the laborers who worked only an hour, in 
our Lord’s parable (Mt 20:1-16), and those without the sacraments like 
those who worked all day. It seems unfair that both groups got the same 
wages. So it seems unfair that we are given all this extra sacramental help, 
easier grace, so to speak. But the Lord of the vineyard replied to this 


objection: “Is it not lawful for me to do what I wish with my own?” This 
reply scandalizes our sense of political justice: But it fits the nature of the 
world; and it is the world of nature, God’s creation, rather than politics, 
man’s creation, that declares the glory of God. The sacraments declare the 
same scandalous generosity. 

We don’t deserve to be born or to be born again or to be baptized. We 
don’t deserve God’s sun or God’s Son. We don’t deserve delicious bread 
and wine or the Body and Blood of Christ. But we are given all this, and 
more. As Christopher Derrick put it, in a poem entitled “The Resurrection 
of the Body”; 


He’s a terror that one: 

Tums water into wine, 

Wine into blood— 

I wonder what He turns blood into? 


Catholics often have a more-than-intellectual faith in the sacraments that 
Protestants do not understand. Thus they don’t see why Catholics who come 
to disagree with essential teachings of the Church don’t just leave. The 
answer is symbolized by the sanctuary lamp. They do not leave the Church 
because they know that the sacramental fire burns there on the ecclesiastical 
hearth. Even if they do not see by its light, they want to be warmed by its 
fire. The real presence of Christ in the Eucharist is a magnet drawing lost 
sheep home and keeping would-be strays from the deathly snows outside. 
The Church’s biggest drawing card is not what she teaches, crucial as that 
is, but who is there. “He is here! Therefore I must be here.” 
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Toward Reuniting the Church 


Born into a strong evangelical Protestant family (Dutch Reformed), I 
became a Roman Catholic while studying philosophy at Yale. I did so for 
the only valid and honest reason anyone ever should become a Catholic or a 
Protestant or a Christian or an atheist: because I believe it is true. 

But I also believe everything affirmed and emphasized by evangelical 
Protestantism is true. And since truth cannot be opposed to truth, I also 
believe reunion without compromise is possible. This essay investigates 
that reunion. First, I shall explore the major obstacles to unity; second, the 
way to unity, the way to overcome these obstacles; finally, the nature of 
unity: What would a reunified church look like? 


I see six major obstacles to unity. Two are general philosophical and 
theological problems, two are specific doctrinal problems, and two are 
radical problems out of which all the other problems grow. 

The first and most general problem dividing Catholics and Protestants 
seems to me to be the problem of nature and grace. I became a Catholic 
partly because I found a greater appreciation for the natural order, for 
human reason and human tradition, and for the sacramental power of matter 
in Catholicism than in the Calvinism I knew. Other converts to Catholicism 
have often come from the opposite branch of Protestantism, from liberalism 
or Modernism, and were attracted by the supernaturalism of the Catholic 
Church. It seems pretty clear that the solution to the problem of nature and 
grace is a strong affirmation of both, and that this affirmation would unite 
Protestants with each other as well as with Catholics. 

A second, more difficult problem may be called the problem of the 
objective versus the subjective in religion. Protestants often see Catholics as 
superstitious believers in a magical religion of automatic, objective 
institutional and sacramental efficacy, while Catholics often see Protestants 
as subjectivists, individualists, sentimentalists, or humanists. The issue 
surfaces in the form of the institutional church, a visible and objective 
thing: How important is it? Is it necessary to salvation? 

Any church, in fact any publicly visible, externally observable religion, 
has three manifestations: its theological beliefs, its ethical values, and its 


liturgical worship: creed, code, and cult; words, works, and worship. These 
fulfill the three parts of the human soul: thought, action, and feelings; mind, 
will, and sensibilities; the intellectual, the moral, and the aesthetic. 
Catholics emphasize these three aspects of religion, while Protestants 
deemphasize them relative to the subjective, personal core of religion, the 
individual’s relationship with God face to face, heart to heart, center to 
center, unmediated by church, creed, code, or cult, mediated only by Christ. 

The solution here, too, is a both / and solution. Each side sees something. 
Since man is both invisible and visible, religion must be both: both the 
internal and the external, the nut and its shell, the heart and the flesh, the 
meat and the sandwich, the picture and the frame, love and the expression 
of love. 

But could this general solution apply to specific doctrinal controversies 
such as the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist and objectively 
efficacious sacraments, which work ex opere operate? I think so. 
Objectively efficacious sacraments do not exclude individual subjective 
freedom and responsibility, as magic does, any more than an objectively 
efficacious God excludes human freedom and responsibility. God works 
through man, not through magic. Yet it is God who works, and therefore 
with certain and objective efficacy. 

These first two problems are merely cases of different emphases. The 
relatively simple solution was a both / and rather than an either / or. Our 
next two problems are more specific issues, which seem logically to 
demand an either / or answer and therefore the exclusion of either the 
Protestant or the Catholic answer as false. 

The third problem is the problem of the source of authority. All the 
distinctively Catholic (as opposed to Protestant) teachings of the Catholic 
Church follow from the teaching authority of the Church. Most Catholics 
believe in such things as Purgatory, the Immaculate Conception, and the 
seven sacraments not because they have thought through each issue 
separately and have come to the Catholic position by theological reasoning, 
but because the Church teaches them and they accept the Church’s authority 
—just as orthodox Protestants accept all the teachings of Christ simply 
because they accept his authority as teacher. But Catholics seem to believe 
in two sources of authority, or rather two channels of authority through 
which Christ reveals his mind and will to successive generations: the Bible 
and the Church; while Protestants believe only one as_ unerringly 


authoritative: sola scriptura. Are these two horses in the authority race or 
only one? It cannot be both. How can this disjunction be overcome? 

There is only one horse, and it is the Bible. But it needs a rider, and that 
is the Church. From the Catholic side, Thomas Aquinas—certainly no 
maverick among Catholics—teaches that the Church is authoritative as 
interpreter of Scripture, that all the teachings of the Church must be based 
on Scripture. And more and more people from the Protestant side are 
coming to believe that it is the unified Christian community that gives the 
Holy Spirit’s authoritative understanding of Scripture. The letter kills, the 
Spirit gives life; and the Spirit of the body of Christ lives in the body, the 
Church. 

The fourth issue is the most crucial of all. It is the issue that sparked the 
Reformation, and it is the issue that must spark reunion too. It is, of course, 
the issue of faith, of faith and works, of justification by faith. 

This is the root issue because the essence of the gospel is at stake here. 
How do I get right with God? This was the issue of the first-century church 
at Galatia, a church Protestants see as making the same essential mistake as 
the Catholics—preaching the gospel of good works. Protestants dare not 
compromise on this issue or they would be turning to what Paul calls 
“another gospel”. Thus his harsh words to the Galatians, the only church for 
which he has not one word of praise: 


I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting him who called you in the grace of Christ 
and turning to a different gospel—not that there is another gospel, but there are some who 
trouble you and want to pervert the gospel of Christ. But even if we, or an angel from heaven, 
should preach to you a gospel contrary to that which we preached to you, let him be accursed. 


How do I resolve the Reformation? Is it faith alone that justifies, or is it 
faith and good works? Very simple. No tricks. On this issue I believe Luther 
was simply right; and this issue is absolutely crucial. As a Catholic I feel 
guilt for the tragedy of Christian disunity because the church in the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries was failing to preach the gospel. Whatever 
theological mistakes Luther made, whatever indispensable truths about the 
Church he denied, here is an indispensable truth he affirmed—indispensable 
to union between all sinners and God and to union between God’s separated 
Catholic and Protestant children. 

Much of the Catholic Church has not yet caught up with Luther; and, for 
that matter, much of Protestantism has regressed from him. The churches 


are often found preaching one of two “other gospels”: the gospel of old- 
fashioned legalism or the gospel of new-fangled humanism. The first means 
making points with God and earning your way into heaven, the second 
means being nice to everybody so that God will be nice to you. The 
churches, Protestant and Catholic, may also preach the true Christian 
gospel, but not often enough and not clearly enough and often watered 
down and mixed with one of these two other gospels. And the trouble with 
“other gospels” is simply that they are not true: they don’t work, they don’t 
unite man with God, they don’t justify. 

No failing could be more serious; but on the Catholic side, as distinct 
from the liberal Protestant side, it is a failing in practice, not doctrine. When 
this happens, the Catholic Church fails to preach its own gospel. It is sitting 
on a dynamite keg and watering the fuse; it is keeping a million dollar bank 
account and drawing out only pennies. Catholicism as well as Protestantism 
affirms the utterly free, gratuitous gift of forgiving grace in Christ, free for 
the taking, which taking is faith. Good works can be only the fruit of faith, 
flowing freely as a response to the new life within, not laboriously, to buy 
into heaven. 

But there are two important verbal misunderstandings in the Reformation 
controversy over faith and works. First, when the Council of Trent affirmed, 
contrary to Luther, that good works contribute to salvation, it meant by 
salvation not just getting to heaven but the whole process of being 
transformed and becoming incorporated into the life of God. In other words, 
salvation meant not just justification but sanctification as well; and it was 
quite correct to say that both faith and works contribute to sanctification, 
thus to salvation. 

Second, Catholic and Protestant theologians mean different things by the 
word faith. Protestants usually follow biblical usage: faith means saving 
faith, the heart or will accepting Christ. Catholics usually follow a more 
technical philosophical and theological usage: faith means the act of the 
mind, prompted by the will, which accepts Christ’s teachings as true. In 
Protestant language, faith means heart faith, or whole-person faith; in 
Catholic language, faith means mind faith. Thus, Catholic theologians are 
right to deny justification by faith alone in that sense (which of course was 
not Luther’s sense). For “the devils also believe, and tremble.” In this 
narrower sense faith can exist without the works of love; as James writes, 


“Faith without works is dead.” In the larger sense, faith cannot exist without 
works, for it includes works as a plant includes its own blossoms. 

The last two problems are the deepest of all. The deepest obstacle to 
Christian unity is not theological but moral: the deepest obstacle is sin. The 
root of disunity is sin; the root of separation among men is separation from 
God, Stinde. The reason for the Reformation was sin. The root of 
theological errors, whoever made them, was being out of alignment with 
God. We know his mind and his doctrine clearly only if our will is pure: 
“Blessed are the pure of heart, for they shall see God.” Jesus solves the 
hermeneutical problem, the problem of interpreting his words and his 
authority correctly, in one amazingly simple stroke when he says: “If any 
man’s will is to do the will of my Father, he will know my teaching” (Jn 
7:17). We will have church unity only when we have God unity. We will be 
one with each other only when we are one with God. And we will be one in 
mind with God, and thus with each other, only when we are one in heart and 
will with God. The opposite of that oneness is sin. 

The last obstacle to unity is paradoxical: it is the illusion that unity is 
wholly absent. We already have unity, if we would only see it. The illusion 
is that unity must be visible in order to be true unity. Unity must be visible 
to be complete, for we are visible as well as invisible creatures, bodies as 
well as souls. But incomplete unity is still real unity, as a soul without a 
body is an incomplete human but is still a really human soul. 

We already have Christian unity, unity in Christ, in his mystical body. 
The Church is always one (and is therefore one now) because the oneness 
of the Church is an inseparable property of her very essence as a body: a 
body must be one to be a body. If the gates of hell can never prevail against 
the Church’s essence, they cannot prevail against her unity either. “We are 
one in the Spirit, we are one in the Lord.” This Spirit is real, objective, 
metaphysical, and factual; it is not just a thought, belief, aspiration, or 
feeling, like the spirit of Socrates or the spirit of democracy. Spiritual does 
not mean subjective. 

But spiritual does not mean visible either, and we do lack visible unity. 
Visible unity is not unimportant. First, it is the natural, fitting, and proper 
expression of invisible, spiritual unity. Second, it is a testimony to the 
world, which is impressed by appearances: “They’!] know we are Christians 
by our love.” Christians are not very visible in Northern Ireland. Love 
creates unity. Unity between individuals is certainly more important than 


unity between Christian institutions; but the latter is a sign and testimony to 
the former. Our signs are obscure today; that’s one reason our gospel is not 
selling as well as it could. 


Can unity be achieved? If and only if there is a way, a road. A dream is not 
enough. There must be a Jacob’s ladder to connect the heavenly dream to 
earth. There is a ladder, and the angels continually ascend and descend on 
it. It is not a method or a teaching or a technique. It is a way, not a method; 
a truth, not a teaching; a life, not a technique. It is, of course, the one who 
said: “I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life,” and then continued: “No man 
comes to the Father but by me.” Unity is with the Father. The only way to 
unity is the Son. 

The way from unity to disunity was through the loss of Christ as the 
center. Therefore the only way back is through Christ as the center, through 
letting Christ rule our churches completely. This is a guaranteed recipe for 
success. For we know his will is unity (reread Jn 17:20-26). Therefore if we 
only let him do his will in us, we will have unity. 

The only road to unity is total openness to his will, even if it means 
admitting that we were wrong. We don’t know in advance what letting 
Christ have his will completely in us will lead to, except that it will lead to 
truth. “Follow me.” Where? “Come and see.” Might it lead to an admission 
that we Catholics were wrong? That you Protestants were wrong? It might. 
I firmly believe all that the Catholic Church teaches; but if I should meet 
God face to face and find that I was wrong in this, I would still be his child. 

Catholicism and Protestantism do not essentially define our identity, as 
Christ does. If I should die and find out that Christ is not my Savior, I could 
not be me, I could not exist in such a world. Christ is essential to my very 
self: “For me to live is Christ.” The Church is like my family: very close to 
me, loyal to the death—but not my essence. Saint Paul did not say: “For me 
to live is Catholicism.” He did not say: “I live, nevertheless not I but 
Protestantism lives in me.” The only absolute certainty we have is Christ. 

The unity we already have in Christ includes doctrinal unity, for if we 
accept the teacher we also accept all his teachings, at least through 
Scripture. None of the Catholic Church’s interpretations of or additions to 
Scripture is as important as the scriptural agreements between Protestants 
and Catholics. The agreements between orthodox Protestants and orthodox 
Catholics are far more important than the agreements between orthodox 


Catholics and liberal, or Modernist, or demythologized Catholics, and far 
more important than the agreements between orthodox Protestants and 
liberal Protestants. 

The following questions do not divide Protestants and Catholics—and 
they are the most important questions of all—but they do divide the 
orthodox from the Modernist in both churches: 

1. Is God a transcendent, supernatural, personal, eternal, omnipotent, 
omniscient, providential, loving, just Creator? Or is God an immanent 
cosmic force evolving in nature and man? 

2. Do miracles really happen? Or has science refuted them? A 
transcendent God can perform miracles; a merely immanent, naturalistic 
God cannot. The three great miracles essential to orthodox Christianity are 
the Incarnation, the Resurrection and the new birth. 

3. Is there a heaven? Or is heaven just all the good on earth? 

4. Does God really love me? Or is that just a helpful sentiment? 

5. Does God forgive my sins through Christ? Or is sin an outdated 
concept? In other words, is Christ a mere human example or a Savior from 
sin? 

6. Is Christ divine, eternal, from the beginning? Or is he only divine “as 
all men are divine”? 

7. Did he physically rise from the dead? Or is the Resurrection only a 
myth, a beautiful symbol? 

8. Must we be born again from above to be saved, to have God as our 
Father? Or is everyone saved automatically? Does everyone have God as 
Father simply by being born as a human being, or by being reasonably nice 
during life? 

9. Is Scripture God’s word to us? Or is it human words about God? Does 
it have divine or human authority behind it? And can an ordinary Christian 
understand its true meaning without reading German theologians? 

10. Most important of all, can I really meet God in Christ? If I ask him to 
be my Lord, the Lord of my life, will he really do it? Or is this just a 
“religious experience”? This question is really one with the question: Did 
Christ really rise from the dead? That is, is he alive now? Can I say: “You 
ask me how I know he lives? He lives within my heart!”? 

Affirmative answers to these questions constitute the most important kind 
of unity already: not unity of thought but unity of being, the new being, 
being “in Christ”. 


The evangelical resurgence, the charismatic movement, and the born- 
again phenomenon are all indications that God is working in our time at 
precisely this center, this place of unity. No human can create new being, 
and therefore no human can create unity, for unity follows being. But 
although with man it is impossible, with God all things are possible. God 
can and does create new being in us, and therefore God can create new 
unity among us—and he’s doing it right now! We are witnessing with our 
own eyes in this generation the definitive solution to the problem of 
division in the Church. God is solving the problem in exactly the same way 
he solves all our problems. He has one answer to all our needs, and the 
answer is a Person. 

It’s working. You can see it, surely, at charismatic prayer meetings: 
without compromise, indifference, or watering down their faith, Protestants 
and Catholics are experiencing the kind of Christian unity New Testament 
Christians experienced: unity in Christ. And the world is noticing: “See 
how they love one another!” 


My last question has to do with the nature of this unity. The most important 
answer to that question has just been given: Christian unity is Christ. But I 
should like to add three lesser points about the nature of Christian unity. 
First, Christian unity includes plurality. The doctrine of the Trinity gives 
Christianity a unique concept of unity. Nothing is more one than God; yet 
God includes plurality, manyness, differences—without compromising his 
oneness. In fact, he is more one by being also many than if he were only 
one; for the oneness of love among the Persons of the Trinity is a greater 
oneness than that of sheer identity. As C. S. Lewis puts it in The Problem of 
Pain: 


Even within the Holy One himself, it is not sufficient that the word should be God, it must also 
be with God. The Father eternally begets the Son, and the Holy Ghost proceeds: deity 
introduces distinction within itself so that the union of reciprocal loves may transcend mere 
arithmetical unity or self-identity. 


Christian unity, like divine unity, is the unity among lovers, not monolithic 
indistinguishability. When we unite, we shall remain ourselves, and even 
increase our distinctive selves. The three most distinctive characters in all 
reality are the Father, the Son, and Holy Spirit. The most distinctive human 
persons are the saints. God is both one and many; therefore his people are 
both one and many. 


Second, there are three degrees or levels of unity. At the deepest level 
there is God himself: there is only one of him! Next to this level is that of 
human experience of God’s presence. Since God’s unity includes infinitely 
diverse facets, this level of experience is infinitely diverse; and this is a 
glory, not a scandal, just as the experience of any human being in many 
different facets is a glory. The third level is theological reflection about the 
second level and about the first as experienced in the second. On the third 
level we find a diversity that is not a glory but a scandal: disagreements 
about God. How do we solve them? By continually plunging into the deeper 
levels. For the closer we get to the center, the closer we get to each other. 
The nearer we are to God, the more our disagreements will dissolve. 

Third, what will the Protestant and Catholic roles be in such a unified 
church? What will Catholics have to stomach from Protestantism and what 
will Protestants have to stomach from Catholicism? 

Catholics will have to stomach the Lutheran Reformation, will have to 
admit that the Church needs reformation, evangelization. The Church will 
have to repent. It will have to admit in practice, not just in theory, Calvin’s 
central insight: the absolute sovereignty of God. Many Protestant churches 
will also have to repent and confess in this way, like the Lutheran Church of 
Kierkegaard’s Denmark. I believe his Attack upon Christendom is the 
prophetic voice of Christ to the churches in the modern world: 


What do I want? Quite simply: I want honesty. I am not, as well-intentioned people represent, 
for a Christian severity as opposed to a Christian leniency. By no means, I am neither leniency 
nor severity. I am—a human honesty. The leniency that is the common Christianity in the land 
I want to place alongside of the New Testament in order to see how these two are related to 
one another. Then, if it appears, if I or any other can prove that it can be maintained face to 
face with the New Testament, then with the greatest joy I will agree to it. But one thing I will 
not do, not for anything in the world. I will not by suppression or by performing tricks try to 
produce the impression that the ordinary Christianity in the land and the Christianity of the 
New Testament are alike. 


The Church must repent. 

And what will Protestants have to repent of? Doctrinally, whatever they 
left behind in the Reformation that was not a perversion—like selling 
indulgences or ecclesiastical politicking—but part of the apostolic tradition. 
I believe this includes the teaching authority of the Church, the inerrancy of 
her creeds, sacramentalism, apostolic succession, prayers to saints, 
Purgatory, transubstantiation, and even a definite papal primacy—all 


suitably defined, suitable not first of all to Catholics but to the Spirit of 
Christ. 

But that is too much for both sides to stomach yet. That is as it should be: 
too much, not too little. The objection to faith must be: that’s too much to 
believe, that’s a myth, a fairy tale, that’s too good to be true. That is the 
natural objection to justification by faith: that it is too good to be true. And 
it is the natural objection to Catholic claims: too much. But a unified 
Church cannot be achieved by watering down, by lessening, by a political 
compromise of God’s word and God’s will for us. A unified Christian 
Church would be fully Catholic and fully Reformed, fully authoritative and 
fully free, fully sacramental and fully evangelical, fully institutional and 
fully charismatic and missionary and eschatological: the Evangelical 
Catholic Church, the one holy, catholic, apostolic body of our common 
Lord Jesus Christ. His be the glory now and forever. 


Conclusion 


“And with all this, what have I said, my God and my Life and my sacred 
Delight? What can anyone say when he speaks of thee? Yet woe to them 
that speak not of thee at all” (Saint Augustine, Confessions). 

If I am honest, I must end this book of “God-talk” by admitting the 
radical inadequacy of all words about God and at the same time the 
necessity of this radically inadequate thing, just as Augustine did. After all, 
even Scripture does it. Christianity, unlike Zen, is not an esoteric, nonverbal 
mysticism, but “in the beginning was the Word.” Our words aspire to be the 
prismatic, broken, colored refractions of the Word. 

One very modest but very practical compensation for this inadequacy is 
the traditional device that I have used throughout the book of outlining, 
numbering, dividing the one into the many: the three aspects of religion 
(creed, code, and cult), the four last things, the three theological virtues, the 
four marks of the Church, et cetera. The Church gives us these traditional 
divisions for the same reason Mommy cuts up baby’s food. In fact, it is 
Mommy cutting up baby’s food. 

But I must not leave the impression that Christianity is served to us like a 
bag of separate jellybeans. Repeatedly throughout this book I have tried to 
return our focus to the single point of it all, “the one thing necessary”, what 
everything else in our religion and, indeed, everything in the universe is 
there for—everything from the Bible to doorknobs on cathedrals and from 
the Big Bang to the human brain. The Alpha is also the Omega; the Creator 
is also the End of all things, and our end is to be married spiritually to the 
End. 

All words and all metaphors limp, including this one, though it is a 
favorite of saints, mystics, and Scripture itself. For a human husband is not 
his wife’s lord. He is her head, but not her God, and she is his heart. He dare 
not play God. But God dare play God. Our ultimate destiny is not just to 
love God in any old way, not just to marry God as we would matry a 
creature, but to adore and worship. “God is not an uncle. God is an 
earthquake”, says Rabbi Abraham Heschel. “I fell down at his feet as one 


dead”—that is the language of one who has seen God. It is not the language 
of modern-day Eliphazes, Bildads, and Zophars, the “experts” in theology 
and religion. 

The last impression I ever want to leave in this book is that it is the 
“wisdom” of an “expert”. There are no experts on God except Jesus Christ. 
And in every field, but much more here, the test of real wisdom is the 
realization that we are not wise. The wisdom of Socrates is indispensable at 
the beginning and also at the end. Unless it surrounds our “God-talk” as a 
bird surrounds her egg, our talk will be stillborn, dead words, chattering and 
nattering, “expert opinions”. The poem I have chosen from C. S. Lewis to 
end this book by making that point merits as much meditation as anything 
else in the book. I hope you can pray “The Apologist’s Evening Prayer” 
with your heart, as he did. 


From all my lame defeats, and oh! much more, 
From all the victories that I seemed to score; 
From cleverness shot forth on Thy behalf, 

At which, while angels weep, the audience laugh; 
From all my proofs of Thy divinity, 

Thou, Who wouldst give no sign, deliver me. 


Thoughts are but coins. Let me not trust, instead 
Of Thee, their thin-worn image of Thy head. 

From all my thoughts, even from thoughts of Thee, 
O Thou fair Silence, fall, and set me free. 

Lord of the narrow gate and needle’s eye, 

Take from me all my trumpery, lest I die. 


